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 Conversion1 is the subject of an extensive literature and has attracted the interest of researchers work

 ing in a number of academic disciplines, including history
 (e.g., Deslandres 2005), theology (e.g., Marty 1988), soci
 ology (e.g., Stark 1965), psychology (Rambo 1993) and
 anthropology (e.g., Buckser et Glazier 2003). Historical
 studies, especially as regards the spread of Islam and
 Christianity via conquest and colonization, have predom
 inated in the study of conversion. As Andre Mary has
 noted in his work on Africa, historical works on conversion

 have generally been framed "in a missionary perspective
 whose object was to find a local matrix for the evangeli
 cal message, or else in a "native" perspective that often
 borrows the categories of the missionary other" (1998:13).2

 There is little consensus on how to define conversion,

 except for the notion of change. The sociologist Heirich,
 for example, writes of "a change of the heart" inscribed in

 "a process of changing a sense of root reality" as well as
 "a conscious shift in one's sense of grounding" (1977:674).

 Yet how much change is involved, and from whose point
 of view it is assessed remain at issue; Rambo (1993), for
 example, adopts a subjectivist perspective whereby "con
 version is seen as what a group or individual believes it to

 be." Moreover, the author sees conversion as a "multiple,
 interactive and cumulative" process, rather than a single,
 dramatic act of rupture (Rambo 1993:7), echoing the
 approach of the anthropologist Robin Horton (1971,1975)

 who argues that indigenous cosmological development
 precedes and is integrated into the conversion process.

 Most social scientific studies of conversion before the

 1970s were framed in a modernization perspective
 whereby religious phenomena appeared as pre-modern,
 "irrational" and ultimately, doomed to disappear. In this
 light, "psychopathological" (Stark 1965) causes were
 invoked to explain conversion. During the same period,
 anthropologists approached conversion, usually consid
 ered a part of "religious change" (see De Waal-Malefijt
 1968), primarily in terms of the transformation of tradi
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 tional belief and ritual systems among exotic peoples after

 contact with the West. Given religion's functional links
 with social structure, along with the radical changes to
 the latter caused by colonialism, it was expected that prim

 itive cosmologies would be replaced by a modern, rational
 world view. This was expected to happen after an inter
 mediary phase where natives, though formally converted
 to the forms of Christianity brought by the colonizers,
 would retain and reinterpret important segments of their
 previous religious systems.3 On occasion, the brutal cul
 tural shock brought by colonization could lead much fur
 ther, that is, to temporary processes of "counter-accul
 turation" (Herskovits 1952:234 ff.). These could take the

 form of prophetic, messianic movements headed by charis

 matic leaders and aimed at social revolution (Worsley
 1957). In the long run, however, full conversion was
 expected as the expression of inexorable social and cul
 tural change involving radical change of identity and social

 belonging (Gruzinski 1988).
 Since the 1970s, religious renewal in industrialized

 societies, as well as in former colonies in Africa, Asia and
 Latin America has resulted in many cases of conversion
 to new religions or reconversion. The latter typically
 involves much-intensified religious belonging and prac
 tice for individuals whose belonging was previously a nom

 inal affiliation. As a result, a new body of literature on
 conversion is emerging. The new literature shows the
 influence of postmodernist perspectives; for example, in
 the focus on individual trajectories and the subjective
 transformation the act of conversion may entail.

 The articles presented here are focussed on two major
 issues. The first is the relation between religion and pol
 itics. Benedict Anderson writes of the relations between

 religious belongings and the modern nation-state that
 grew out of the great religious communities of Europe
 and the Mediterranean region; i.e., Christianity, Judaism
 and Islam (Anderson 1983). Yet now there seems to be a
 movement in the other direction, where sociopolitical rep
 resentations (symbols, vocabulary, imagery) are being
 displaced in favour of new religious forms and imaginar
 ies (Corten 1995).

 The other major issue addressed in this collection
 involves the definition of religious belonging as monolithic
 and exclusive, which is similar to the classic model of
 national affiliation. It is possible that such conceptions
 correspond to the top-down bias of ecclesiastical author
 ity that appears to be shared by researchers, rather than
 to the way different religious forms are actually experi
 enced "on the ground." Amselle (1990) argues that mono
 lithic ethnic identities, corresponding to religious, politi
 cal and linguistic divisions, in Africa were largely the work

 of colonial administrations, imposed on a much more fluid
 social reality informed by what he calls a "logique
 metisse." Similarly, the label of "religion a la carte" (Bibby
 1988) was applied to a new trend among believers who do
 not feel constrained any more by Catholic or Protestant
 dogma, but rather borrow religious beliefs and practices
 from several different frames of reference, such as com

 bining Buddhist morals with shamanistic practices or the
 acceptance of reincarnation. In other words, there is pos
 tulated a kind of "syncretism" like that mentioned above,
 but one that goes in the opposite direction. It is no longer
 freshly converted natives who retain "pagan" elements
 but rather members of the dominant faiths who seem to

 find their inspiration in exotic cults.

 Conversion in Colonial and
 Postcolonial Contexts
 The historical processes surrounding conversion in the
 imperial context were far more varied and complex than
 linear models of modernization would suggest. The re
 examination of historical sources, for example, shows that
 there were many contradictions and reversals even in the

 initial phase of conversion. Emma Anderson's article in
 this issue reveals these contradictions in her presenta
 tion of the case of Pierre-Antoine Pastedechouan, a young

 Innu (Montagnais) who was converted with great fanfare
 by French missionaries in the 17th century, only to be cas
 tigated as a "renegade" after his difficult and painful
 return to the religion and way of life of his ancestors.

 If we look at the present era, we see that Catholic and
 Protestant religions have lost ground in North America
 and Europe. Advancing secularization has affected cul
 ture and social organization, though at a variable pace
 and in different ways, according to national and temporal
 context. The same currents have affected colonial and

 postcolonial societies but do not seem to have affected
 them so deeply. In any case it is clear that laicization is by
 no means the universal phenomenon predicted by the pro
 ponents of linear evolutionism, be it of Marxist or liberal
 inspiration.

 The major monotheistic religions have not only sur
 vived but have gone through periodic renewals of fervour
 that are portrayed as returns to the "true faith," seen as
 lost for years, if not centuries. These renewals have been
 labelled "revivals," a term that does not carry the nega
 tive charge of the French "integrisme."

 The political radicalism associated with certain Chris
 tian, Islamic and Jewish movements has received a lot of
 attention, but relatively little is known about the complex
 sociocultural factors behind, for example, conversion to
 Pentecostalism in the Americas and the Islamic mobiliza
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 tion elsewhere. Marie-Nathalie LeBlanc's article treats

 the expansion of an "Arabized" version of Islam among
 women in Ivory Coast. LeBlanc shows that in the debates
 about "Ivoirite" in the 1990s, following the collapse of the
 agricultural export (coffee and cacao) economy in the 1980s

 and the end of the single-party regime, Muslims felt ever
 more removed from the centres of power. This in turn
 gave rise to Islamic renewal where Muslims found a new
 focus of identity in fundamentalist Sunni Islam, in oppo
 sition both to the West and to traditional Ivorian Islam,
 which was Sufi and syncretic in character. Focussing on
 middle-class, educated Westernized women, the author
 shows how joining new religious associations holds the
 advantage of allowing them to surmount the "handicaps"
 posed by their education and success in respect to find
 ing a husband. These women can compensate by adhering
 to a strict interpretation of Islamic rules, as publicly man

 ifested by wearing the jeleba and the head covering.
 In a very different political and geographic context,

 Chiara Letizia examines the expansion of Theraveda Bud
 dhism among the Newar, an ethnic minority in Nepal. The
 author shows that in the "only Hinduist State in the
 world," conversion, defined as individual adhesion to a
 new religion and its rituals, is not admissible. Given that
 religion derives from the public sphere in Nepal, prose
 lytising is forbidden, an unusually intolerant stance for

 Hinduism. Traditional Newar Budhhism has incorporated
 many Hindu elements; for example, castes, religious feasts
 and so on. The Theraveda Budddhist movement, origi
 nating in Sri Lanka, seeks to "purify" local Buddhism of
 its Hindu elements and transform it into a universalist,
 "modern" religion. Letizia shows that the teachings of the
 Theraveda monks lead, in fact, to conversion, insofar as
 they give rise to new religious belongings, in this case, to
 an international pan-Buddhist community instead of caste.

 In still other world contexts, one notes the intense
 proselytization that characterizes Pentecostal churches, as
 discussed in several articles in this issue. Originating in
 Methodism, small Pentecostalist congregations provide
 their members with direct, often ecstatic forms of reli
 gious experience, along with moral renewal and a grid of
 meaning with which to approach life. First observed
 among Blacks in the United States (Corten 1995), con
 temporary Pentecostalism has become a transnational
 movement and recruits new members from traditional

 Protestant denominations as well as from among Catholics
 and those with no affiliation. In Latin America, which was

 strongly Catholic since the Spanish and Portuguese con
 quest, the expansion of Pentecostalism over the last 25
 years has assumed the proportions of a veritable tidal
 wave (Stoll 1990).

 Using examples from South Africa, Haiti and Brazil,
 Andre Corten and Vanessa Molina try to show that this
 "new religious form marked by emotion" cannot be con
 sidered simply as the result of social and economic crisis.
 Rather, Pentecostalism is oriented to the "transformation

 of a whole set of experiences and practices by re-invest
 ing them with meaning." This last is particularly evident
 in the representation of conversion as reconstruction of
 the self, of money as a new form of the sacred, of daily
 life as unity, and finally, in the spiritual-political warfare
 to be waged on a global scale.

 The spread of evangelismo has provoked consider
 able upheaval in communities where the cults of Catholic
 saints (where indigenous beliefs and rituals were also

 mixed in) have held a central place in sociopolitical organ
 ization and local identity. The crises generated by the
 arrival of evangelical groups have in some cases led to the

 outright expulsion of new converts (Rangel 2001). In his
 article, Martin Hebert presents a different model of co
 existence of converts with the majority among the Tla
 paneques of Guerrero, Mexico. Protestants make up for
 their non-participation in Catholic community rituals with

 involvement in the social and political organization of the
 celebrations.

 Nearby Guatemala shows the highest proportion of
 Protestants of any Latin American country. Furthermore,
 it has had two heads of State who were Pentecostal, the
 dictator Rios Montt (1982-83), and later President Ser
 rano Ellas (1990-93). In his analysis of research results
 from fieldwork in two indigenous communities, one of
 them mainly evangelical, Pierre Beaucage observes a

 marked difference in the religious experience of men and
 women: while men emphasize the moral transformation
 that follows conversion, women describe their happiness
 upon receiving Christ. Yet overall, the interviews reveal
 a certain disenchantment as to the capacity of faith to
 transform society, especially politicians. From the point of
 view of Beaucage's informants, it is mainly politics that has
 corrupted the Children of God; they give as examples, a
 certain local mayor and President Serrano. Even the divi
 sion between believers and "the world" has become less
 clear than before.

 Conversion and Urban Minorities
 Conversion in the context of migration has attracted the
 attention of a number of scholars. For example, in Canada,

 Winland (1994) has described the group conversions of
 Hmong refugees in Ontario as a result of the help they
 received in resettlement from Mennonite groups. She sees
 these conversions as a mode of integration to the host
 society. On the other hand, Ng (2002) has shown how Chi
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 nese immigrants who have converted to an American
 Reformed Church create new syncretisms between their
 traditional symbols and practices and the religion they
 have adopted in the United States.

 Two of the studies presented in this issue consider
 the religious transformations experienced by migrants in
 different national contexts. Mossiere analyses how then
 Pentecostal faith allows immigrants in Montreal (mostly
 African, particularly Congolese, and Haitian), to give
 meaning to their experiences in the host society. Rather
 than constitute an obstacle to integration (as religious
 groups are often seen as doing) the congregation studied
 by Mossiere offers immigrants moral and practical sup
 port for dealing with the problems encountered in the
 process of getting established in Canada and Quebec.
 Based on interviews and long-term participant observa
 tion, Mossiere's research shows how the weekly religious
 ritual affects participants' "somatic modes of attention"
 (Csordas 1993). Music and religious rhetoric lead them
 to experience a new perception of the world via bodily
 experience as well as a sense of belonging to a new com
 munity: raised arms, swaying bodies, cries and exclama
 tions all express emotions that sometimes peak in trance
 and glossolalia. The faithful leave strengthened and
 renewed to deal with the many uncertainties of living in
 a new society.

 Liliana Tamagno's article concerns Toba (indigenous)
 migrants to Buenos Aires. Subjugated by national military
 power and evicted from their land early in the 20th cen
 tury, the Toba were first converted by Anglican mission
 aries and later by Mennonites. In the Buenos Aires area,
 the Toba participate in an evangelical church that is indige
 nous in direction and membership. In the absence of other
 associative structures, this religious group makes it pos
 sible for the Toba to embrace modernity while retaining
 cultural distinctiveness. Interpretation of the Scriptures
 helps them decode the multiple messages of metropoli
 tan society while finding a place in the urban milieu.

 Canton describes how a long-established minority, the
 Gypsies of Andalusia, have been able to renegotiate social
 relations within the group and re-establish community
 solidarity through conversion to Pentecostalism. WTiereas
 sedentarization and the fragmentation of lineages have
 weakened group ties, Pentecostalism has led to new cul
 tural definitions. Flamenco music and lyrics are rejected
 as profane, and blood revenge for affronts to clan honour
 is condemned. Most converts abandon their traditional

 trade as scrap merchants and become travelling vendors
 in regional fairs. Yet at the same time, certain old rituals
 are maintained, notably, the ostentatious display of
 "proof" of the new bride's virginity.

 New Religious Identifications in
 Secular Societies

 In societies normally seen as modern and secular, re
 searchers are discovering the enduring significance of
 religion, even as traditional political forms (parties, move
 ments, demonstrations) seem to be weakening. Schnap
 per (1993) suggests that ethnic and religious revivals
 serve to compensate for the impersonal, meritocratic qual
 ity of modern society, giving new possibilities for social
 recognition and identifications. At the same time, she sug
 gests, they offer the possibility of creating meaning via
 transcendent referents and inscription in a wider com
 munity. Nevertheless, Laplantine (2003) shows that the
 communal aspect of modern religious movements is highly
 variable. While some communities offer clear boundaries

 and internal structures, others offer less in the way of
 structural support, in favour of personalized, even idio
 syncratic, religious networks, groupings and religious
 expression.

 The spiritualists studied by Meintel correspond to
 the second type. In this case, a number of Montreal Fran
 cophones, most of them of Catholic background, partic
 ipate regularly in the rituals of a Spiritualist group.
 These include trance, channelling, meditation, clairvoy
 ance and healing. Some of them choose to develop their
 own "spiritual gifts" in a religious context under the
 supervision of ministers who are also mediums. The

 members of this congregation find religious experience
 and meaning that offer support for the uncertainties of
 modern life such as unemployment, divorce and so on.
 Unlike evangelicals, these spiritualists do not see their
 religious belonging as necessarily a break from previ
 ous affiliations, nor does it exclude other, new involve
 ments (e.g. Native Spirituality4).

 Issues of Method and Theory
 Several interesting tensions typical of studies of conver
 sion can be noted among the contributions to this issue. On

 the one hand, conversion is a social issue and often a polit
 ical one. Several of the contributions to this issue
 (Beaucage, Tamagno) present cases where whole com

 munities have converted (see also works on Native peoples
 in Canada by Laugrand (1999) and by the historian Des
 landres (2005)). On the other hand, viewed on the indi
 vidual level, conversion is highly variable and even
 reversible, as several of the studies show (Mossiere,
 Anderson). Many recent writings on conversion, espe
 cially in officially secular societies, favour qualitative
 approaches using narrative methods in order to capture
 the "bricolage" and religious mobility of individuals (e.g.,
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 Sherkat 1993; Kose 1999), including not only converts but
 apostates (e.g., Carter 1998).

 A second tension concerns how the researcher is sit

 uated in relation to their object of study. As we noted at
 the beginning, early writings on conversion tended to
 reflect the situation of the authors as missionaries or
 "native converts." The more recent literature counts the

 occasional convert (Jules-Rosette 1976) as well as mem

 bers of religious groups who study more recent arrivals
 (Kose 1999; Setta 1999). Many authors have noted the dif
 ficulties of studying prosyletizing groups (Mary 2000;

 Mossiere n.d.); paradoxically, it seems to be in studying the
 more fluid approaches to the supernatural where
 researchers feel most keenly the impossibility of com
 prehending the phenomena under study without enter
 ing into them as an active participant (Favret-Saada 1977;
 Goulet 1998; Meintel in press). In general, it seems fair to
 say that the researcher's personal situation in relation to
 the religious object (agnostic, atheist, participant, con
 vert, member) tends to orient the focus of their work.

 Finally, let us note that the very concept of conver
 sion, understood in the narrow sense of complete rupture
 with past affiliations, followed by unequivocal adhesion
 to new ones, is open to question, going by recent work in
 the field, of which this issue is an example.

 While examples of exclusive and intolerant religiosity
 are not hard to find, they seem to be more the exception
 than the rule. As illustrated by the contributions to this
 issue, recent studies of conversion involve highly diverse

 methods, from statistical analysis to clinical interviews,
 not to mention participant observation, thus promoting,
 it is to be hoped, a more nuanced view of the nature of
 religious conversion.

 Without pretending to resolve all the issues we have
 raised, by examining conversion in its political and social
 dimensions, our issue seeks to contribute in a more gen
 eral way to the study of religious phenomena. Finally, by
 our choice of contributors, we hope to build bridges among
 anthropological researchers working in various national
 contexts including Latin America, Africa and Asia as well
 as North America and Europe.
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 Notes
 1 Parts of this introduction are based on Mossiere (in press).
 2 "Les sources historiques sur les phenomenes de conversion

 sont pour la plupart issues soit d'un regard missionnaire
 cherchant dans la culture locale une matrice d'accueil pour
 le message evangelique soit d'un regard ?indigene? qui
 emprunte souvent pour se formuler les formes et les cate
 gories de discours de Tautre missionnaire" (Mary 1998:13).

 3 For a description of this approach to "syncretism," see Ri
 viere 1991.

 4 A form of Neo-shamanism (Atkinson 1992) that gives cen
 tral place to Nature, and where rituals such as the sweat
 lodge and the vision quest are carried out under the super
 vision of a Native shaman.
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