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EDITORIAL

Black Theology is and has always been a dialogical theology. It emerged when
black christians and theologians plucked up courage. broke their long theological
silence and started to reflect enthusiastically and vocally on their communal
efforts of breaking the stranglehold of the history of national humiliation in the
light of scripture. Only when they asked their own burning theological questions
from within the struggle to throw off their burden and personally searched the
scriptures again and again for answers that could dry their tears and produce
sweat instead. did Black Theology emerge. It is, in that sense and for thai reason,
a dialogical theology.

This theology evolved, grew and continued to change in response to various
challenges and in different circumstances. It evolved and changed as black theolo
gians here and in the diaspora engaged in a critical exchange of ideas among them
selves on the correctness of formulations and urgency of questions. It continued to
develop as they considered whether they had searched the scriptures deeply
enough and listened obediently, humbly and attentively enough to the God of the
oppressed.

This theology was also sharpened as a polemical theology and forced to mature
quickly by constructive critique that came from non·black theologians who
wished to express their theological solidarity that way.

All these dimensions of a dialogue which is still going on appear in the present
set of articles. These articles, all but one, are the reworked papers which were read
at a Black Theology consultation between a team of black South African theolo·
gians and pastors on the one side and black American theologians and pastors on
the other. We reported briefly in our last issue on that consultation which was held
at Union Theological Seminary, New York in November 1986. We are now,almost
a year after it took place. in a position to offer you the South African side of the pre·
sentations. Consider this issue as an invitation to join in this dialogue.
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Black Resistance to Apartheid
Future Prospects

by Dr Mokgethi Motlhabi *

During the last five years much coverage
has been given in the Western media to
the black struggle for change in South
Africa. Such coverage has often given
the impression that blacks in that coun
try are only beginning to take their
oppression seriously and so to react to it
accordingly. Whereas ten years ago
there was similar coverage of unrest as a
result of the Soweto school boycotts and
their country-wide impact, the death in
detention of black consciousness
leader, Steve Biko, and the clampdown
on twenty organizations, two newspap
ers and one periodical. the intervening
years brought less and less coverage as
the news became less spectacular and
memories began to fade. The spectacu
lar returned again in 1984 when we
began once more to hear of mass mur
ders by the police resulting from the
Vaal rent boycotts, followed by the
Langa incidents in the Cape six months
later; when we heard of witch-hunts of
suspected police informers who were
invariably subjected to the notorious so
called necklace punishment; the state of
emergency which was declared by the
government in 1985 and then renewed
and extended in 1986; and the resultant
press clampdowns in 1986, which con
tinue to this day.

During this period Bishop Desmond

Tutu, the most vocal leader against
apartheid since the late seventies, was
honored to become South Africa's sec
ond Nobel Peace Prize winner; apart
heid was declared a heresy by the World
Alliance of Reformed Churches through
the instigation of Dutch Reformed
Church minister and leader, Allan
Boesak; and a multitude of demonstra
tions against apartheid ocurred abroad
in front of South African foreign mis
sions, as well as at university campuses
- symbolized by the erection of shan
ties. All these events have added to
recent press coverage and but for the
current news blackouts, there would be
much more to learn about what in that
part of the world am considered news
worthy events by Western press stan
dards.

The fact that the Western press
reports only sensational news from
South Africa does not mean that black
people there are for the most part
doing nothing ahout their condition.
Black resistance to white domination
and subjugation is not a new develop
ment. Nor did it begin with the apart
heid regime in 1948. In fact, resistance
to white domination in South Africa
began right from the start of col
onialism when the Khoi people in the
Western Cape abandoned trade with

* This paper was originally read to an undergraduate political science group in May,
1987, at the University ofCalifornia in Los Angeles.
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Dutch traders as soon as they realized
that the latter intended to settle and
demand land for their use. This was
after 8 fleet of the Dutch East India
Company, under the leadership of Jan
Van Riebeeck, had landed in the Cape
in 1652. After this there followed eight
so-called Kaffie Wars during the
period when the colonists. now under
British administration in the Cape,
moved inland and began to displace
people from their lands. creating bor
ders to determine where they should
be restricted, and allocating to them
selves fertile and wet lands. The last
armed revolts before the apartheid era
occurred in 1881 and 1906 when
Mampuru in the Transvaal and Bam
baths in Natal made their unsuccessful
attempts to stage resistance against
foreign domination and their impend
ing, final dispossession.

Early in the 20th century, after
South Africa had been declared a
Union under exclusive white rule, the
blacks vainly continued their protests
to Britain - the colonial overlord 
against their legal subordination to
complete white rule in their own land.
Black political organizations were
established all over the country to
plead their cause at local level. Politi
cal negotiation and persuasion
replaced armed resistance. It followed
and continued to be supplemented by
political journalism, which appealed
mainly to the consciences and fairness
of white political leaders rather than to
black resistance. In 1912 most of these
local political groups were brought
together to form the first national polit
ical organization, known as the South
African Native National Congress. The
name was later changed to the African
National Congress. Later it was also
adopted by blacks in Northern and
Southern Rhodesia, now Zambia and
Zimbabwe.

BLACK RESISTANCE TO APARTHEID

Even before the present ruling
National Party took over government
in 1948, the African National Congress
fANG} struggled with various govern
ment administrations in the country
from General Botha to General Smuts
for a change of their policy toward
blacks. Under the Union government,
which was established in 1910, blacks
had no franchise except for a few
teachers in the Cape who still qualified
in terms of property or specified finan
cial minimum in savings; they had to
carry passes to prove their legality to
remain or work in urban areas; stock
taxes in rural areas enured that they
would be forced to seek work on white
farms and the mines to be able 10 afford
the taxes, later having to choose be
tween keeping these stocks and work
ing fuUtime on a contractual basis;
those living in urban areas resided
mostly out of sight of white areas and
social and political separation was
strictly enforced; blacks throughout
the country had two white representa
tives in parliament who served as their
spokespersons on political matters.
These parliamentarians were later
replaced by non-parliamentary Native
Representative Councils, which were
variously condemned by blacks for
their toothlessness. Throughout this
early period of i!sexistence, the ANC's
goal was to try to achieve relief from
the hardships imposed by this system
and to gain self.representation in gov
ernment.

Then, as now, South African white
politics was largely concerned with
the so-called black problem. Briefly,
this problem can be summarized in
three main questions: (1) how to dispos
sess blacks completely of their land
without causing much reaction; III how
to exploit black labour without giving
much in return for it; IJI how to tax
blacks - thus ensuring their labour -
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without giving them a say in govern
ment or political representation. All
this amounted to wishing that black
people were mere zombies who pro
vided all the needs of white people but
remained dispensable in all other
respects. Hence South Africa's legisla
tion from the very beginning amcen
trated on increasing the power of
whites and their government. and
diminishing black civil and human
rights by restricting the ability of
blacks to exercise these rights in vari·
ous ways.

In 1913 and 1936 blacks were
restricted to 7Y.z%, then to 13% of
South Africa's entire territory. Today
this mostly infertile chip of land is
what has been declared a "homeland"
of various black ethnic groups. Until
today, through its restriction on black
urban living, South Africa depends on
so-called migrant labor, using mainly
contract labor of people from the so
called homelands for its mines. farms,
and industry. This is the cheapest form
of labor in that it guarantees no sec
urit}"for the worker, no pension and
family benefits, no guaranteed pay
increases. etc. In the urban areas black
worken are the lowest category of
employees, no matter what their status
or qualifications are. The top category
is that of whites. Blacks are divided
into Africans, "coloreds," and Indians,
with the Africans holding the third
rank after these two and rewarded
accordingly. Their earnings are not in
keeping with the cost of living any·
where in the country. This accounts
for the ghetto conditions of most black
townships, the diseases that are
fraught in them, especially malnutri
tion, and - needless to say - crime in
sprawling townships like Soweto.

As for representation in govern
ment, the government has continued
to invent ways of avoiding it through

the years. The white parliamentary
representation of all three black
groups was systematically eroded
until none of them had any form of rep
resentation at all Then the homeland
system was devised for Africans, the
Colored Representative Council for
"coloreds" and the Indian Representa
tive Council for Indians. In these struc·
tures they could take care of their own
affairs and forget about asking for rep
resentation in the white government of
the land. In 1984 the latter two groups
were invited back to participate sepa
rately in a three chamber fonn of gov
ernment representing whites, Indians
and "coloreds." The Africans
remained left out in the cold. They
have their "homelands," it was said.
As for city blacks, it was said that they
could have local authorities to take
care of their local needs. But they
could hope for no representation in the
national government, even in the fonn
of a fourth chamber, as their primary
political structures were meant to be
those in the "homelands" or bantus·
tans, as they were originally called.

(By now it should be clear that we
have already made an unannounced
transition from conditions in the
Union govemment to the situation as it
is today.) South Africa changed from
the status of a Union to that of a Repub
lic in 1961 under the premiership of Dr
Hendrik Verwoerd. Although Ver
wooed did not introduce the concept of
apartheid, he can be said to have been
its prime architect. While racial segre
gation was advocated and practiced
throughout the years of the Union gov·
eroment, as it was prior to it, the idea
of apartheid as a consciously legalized
fonn of comprehensive, racial dis
crimination came with the advent of
the ruling National Party to power in
1948. Apartheid was used as a presi.
dential campaign slogan and promise
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by Dr Malan, who became the first
apartheid prime minister. Malan.
however, did not believe in total ter
ritorial segregation because of the
economic dependency of whites on
blacks. Strijdom after him ensured that
apartheid was strictly enforced in
social and political life and facilities.
Job reservation became a law; black
universities were established to limit
the number of blacks going to the few
white universities in the country
(Bantu education had been introduced
in 1953); "mixed" residential areas of
Africans and "coloreds" were segre
gated and the latter given a slightly
preferential treatment; later, even Afri
can residential areas were sorted oul
according to ethnic background as the
government implemented its divide
and rule strategy. It became Ver
woerd's lot to implement the "home
land" system through displacements
of people and their resettlement and
he did so ruthlessly, without regard to
human suffering and sentiments. John
Vorster, after him. became even more
ruthless. The only difference between
these past Prime Ministers and the pre
sent State President, P W Botha, is that
they carried out their policies without
being or seeming to be apologetic
about them. While the current Presi
dent is continuing to fulfil the apart
heid tradition with the same determi
nation externally. he is nevertheless
certainly not as steadfast about it as his
predecessors. Desite all protestations
to the contrary, he has adopted a rather
apologetic approach and seems less
certain about the righteousness of the
cause. Yet he is caught in the dilemma
of having to please his electorate. on
the one hand, and recognizing the
need for drastic change, on the other.
So much for the historical background.

After the National Party take-over.
the ANC continued to react to increas-

BLACK RESISTANCE TO APARTHEID

ing legislation by the government and
its resultant restrictions on blacks.
Even before this, it had become so
preoccupied with this immediate con
cern that it gradually came to concen
trate more on black representation in
the existing government than
explicitly on a future of non-racial
majority rule in a reconstituted gov
ernment. Hence the ANC at this stage
of its struggle is characterized as hav
ing been a reformist organization. In
1944 new blood was introduced into
the organization through the forma
tion of a youth league. Under the
leadership of dynamic personalities
like Muziwakhe Lembede the Youth
League began to question this reform
ist stance of the ANC. It advocated the
restoration of the land to the people,
one African nationality under an Afri
can majority rule. and the drafting of a
program of action to give direction to
the struggle. The program of action,
drawn up in 1949. shunned empty
negotiations with the government and
adopted a policy of non-eo-operation
with the government. There were to be
self-assertive activities such as strikes,
boycotts. and other forms of protest.
including the refu~1 to pay taxes.

The ANC, with the cooperation of
the South African Indian Congress
(SAle), implemented this program of
action in 1952, in what was known as
the defiance campaign. This campaign
involved the defiance of a multiplicity
of apartheid laws such as: separate
facilities in railways, post offices, and
other public facilities; the defiance of
curfew laws and prohibitions to enter
black areas without a permit. Thecam
paign took place in the context of a
stayaway from work, thus affecting the
country's economy. Though initially
about 90% successful, the campaign
ended in riots which were believed to
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be largely the work of agents pro
vocateurs.

After this campaign the ANC con
tinued to put pressure on the govern
ment in various ways, mostly staya
ways. In 1955 it assembled a gathering
known as the Congress of the People
and adopted a Freedom Charter for a
free South Africa. This Charter was the
result of a co-operative effort among
four main organizations: the ANC
itself, the SAIC, the South African Col
ored People's Organization (SACPO),
and the Congress of Democrats. They
were known jointly as the Congress
Alliance, which was later joined also
by the South African Congress of
Trade Unions (SACfU). In 1956
charges of high treason were brought
by the government against 156 leaders
and supporters of the ANc' The
charges- focussed mainly on the Free
dom Charter, which was seen as a
revolutionary, communist document.
After about five lengthy years of trial,
however, all the defendants were
acquitted on the basis of insufficient
evidence of their revolutionary
motives and treason.

In the meantime another organiza
tion was established in 1959, called
the Pan Africanist Congress. It was
critical of the ANC's continued mild
approach. It accused the ANC of hav
ing diluted the 1949 program of action
by implementing it in the way it did. It
objected to communist influence in
the ANC through the dual membership
of some black Marxists and the mem
bershi p in the Congress Alliance of the
Congress of Democrats (COO). It
rejected the Freedom Charter as a sell
out document which represented an
abdication of the black cause to white
interests and a yielding to communist
blackmail, which claimed that the
struggle was not a racial or national
one but a class struggle. The PAC,

under the equally brilliant leadership
of Mangaliso Sobukwe, claimed to be
the rightful successor of the ANC
under its original mandate, as well as a
rightful heir of the Congress Youth
League. These traditions were
allegedly dishonored by the ANC
through its actions and alliances. Even
before the PAC breakaway, there had
been a division in the Youth League
since the adoption of the Freedom
Charter. Those League members who
supported the Charter had come to be
referred to as Charterists. Those who
objected to it were called Africanists.
This is the wing that established the
PAC later.

The PAC had a short life-span of less
than two years. Its position remained
firmly that of the Youth League and it
rejected white leadership and any
claims of some whites to be truly desir
ous of change. It believed that only
those who were real victims of the
status quo could wish for its complete
annihilation. All whites, on the other
hand, benefited from the system and
would always introduce checks and
counter-checks in any attempt to do
away with the system completely, it
was alleged.. They were all regarded as
"shareholders in the South African
Opressors' Company, Pty., Ltd." The
PAC asserted that its opposition to
white co-operation was not motivated
by racialism, as it was often charged,
but by facts of white dishonesty. Nor
was this rejection part of the ultimate
goal of the organization. It was only a
temporary strategy. When the struggle
had been won, the only determinant to
being a free citizen of a non-racial
South Africa would be the paying of
full allegiance to Africa and to the
principles of majority rule. Anyone
who subscribed to these conditions,
black or white, would be regarded as
an African, "and a man's colour
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lwouldl be as irrelevant as the shape of
his ears."

On March 21, 1960 the PAC engaged
in a national campaign against passes
and called for a work stay-away. Its
president and other leaders of the
organization burned their passes and
submitted themselves for arrest, urg
ing people to do the same. The cam
paign, which was peaceful throughout
the country, turned violent when
police opened fire on crowds at vari
ous places. killing and injuring masses
of people. The name which has
become symbolic of this national cam
paign and the police brutality it pro
voked is Sharpeville. The township of
Sharpeville in the Vaal area suffered
the most casualties of this brutality,
with 69 people killed and 178 injured
in the end. Sharpeville is thus symbol
Iically a forerunner of Soweto in 1976.
the Vaal in 1984. and Langa in the
Cape in 1985.

The turmoil which followed the
Sharpeville events finaUy led 10 a slate
of emergency and ultimately the ban
ning of the PAC and the ANC in April
1960. thus being forced underground.
Thus, having campaigned non-vio
lently for change since 1912. black
national resistance only resorted to
violence after 1960 when these two
organizations could no longer operate
legally. The PAC adopted a terroristic
approach in its underground opera
tion. killing marked whites and sus
pected black informers. The ANC. on
the other hand, engaged in sabotage
and avoided the deliberate killing of
people. In 1963 both underground
wings of the organizations were
hunted oul and finally unearthed and
convicted. Nelson Mandela, repre
senting the ANC's Umkhonto we
Sizwe. remains the symbol o( this
crushed effort to work (or non-violent
change.

BLACK RESISTANCE TO APARTHEID

His last words on recel vmg a HIe
sentence in 1964 were:

.... there comes a time. as it came in my
life, when a man Is denied the right to live a
normal life, when he can only live the Jifeof
an outlaw because the government has so
decreed to use the law to impose a state of
outlawry upon him. I was driven to this
situation, and I do not regret having taken
the decisions that I did take ...

During the lull that followed the
craddown on the ANC and the PAC
the government took strides in imple
menting its "homeland" policy. few
people dared speak out openly against
the government because of the prolif
eration of informers and the special
branch spy police. fn the "homelands"
themselves those chiefs who con
tinued to resist the policy were
deposed and replaced by those more
receptive to it. People continued to be
moved from their traditional lands or
areas in the cities and resettled in their
supposed homelands. The term used
for this in the case of urban blacks was
to be "endorsed out," meaning having
your pass stamped to indicate that you
were an unwanted resident. Almost all
"homeland" townships consisted ini
tially of single tents or corrugated iron
shacks. later converted into two. three,
or four-roomed houses. depending
more on the renter's income than on
the number of people in a house-hold.
People had to wait for up to five years
or more before beng allotted a house to
rent. All open resistance had seem
ingly died down and the government
was having a free hand, at lasl. In some
cases people moved "voluntarily" to
the "homelands" after encountering
frustration in trying to find houses in
their urban areas, where waiting lists
for houses are always overflowing.
The system was seemingly beginning
to be self-fulfilling. at last.

When in the late 1960s a new stu-
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dent organization, calling itself the
South African Students Organization
(SASO), started campaigning for mem
bership with condemnations of the
government and its multiple injus·
tices, some of us wondered whether
they were from Mars. Did they know
what was happening in the country?
They did, indeed, and they analyzed
the situation very convincingly in
their monthly newsletter which was a
very early development of the organi
zation. Many of us did not know even
as members of this organization who
the main analyst, Frank Talk, was until
a book of Steve Biko's essays appeared
soon after his death in 1977.

SASO became the movement of the
seventies, giving birth to the Black
People's Convention and inspiring the
establishment of multiple other
organizations, which adopted black
consciousness as their philosophy.
Black consciousness was defined as an
attitude of mind - a way of life. It
resembled in many respects the PAC's
general policy but differed mainly in
the primary focus of its strategy on
conscientization. This meant with·
drawing briefly from socio-political
action directed to the state while work·
ing toward remotivating the people
and helping them to redefine their goal
and inculcating self-reliance. The
main slogan was, "Black man, you are
on your own." Hence blacks had to
close their ranks and rediscover their
strength before they could join forces
with whites either in the struggle itself
or the running of the country after libe
ration. The Black Consciousness
Movement's approach was thus
people centered. While the govern
ment was challenged verbally, all
aggressive political action was sus·
pended until a later, unspecified
period. In the meantime, there was a
proliferation of black seU·help pro-

grams, including literacy campaigns,
mobile clinics, student workshops,
physical programs such as school can·
structions in rural areas, publications,
and enquiries into dozens of commun
ity development programs.

During this time of construction,
overt political action in the BCM was
mostly accidental rather than planned
action. Student protests such as those
instigated by the expulsion of Onk·
gopotse Tiro from the University of the
North in 1972 do not fall strictly under
political action. The 1974 Viva Fre·
limo Rallies organized to celebrate
Frelimo's victory in Mozambique were
not meant to be a direct challenge to
the government, except insofar as the
government tried to stop them and
sent the police to disperse the gather
ing and make arrests. The 1976 Soweto
uprisings were more a manifestation of
the black consciousness influence in
school pupils than the direct execu
tion of policy by any of the existing
black consciousness organizations.
Thus when the twenty odd black con
sciousness organizations were
declared illegal by the government in
1977 following countrywide unrest
which began in Soweto the year
before, the BCM had not yet evolved or
at least implemented an aggressive,
government·oriented program of
action. It may thus be concluded that
the BCM was declared illegal prema
turely. Perhaps even then it already
gave the government a sense of what
was to come, were it to be allowed to
continue operating.

Unlike the period following the ban
ning of the ANC and the PAC, the
interval between the declaration of the
SCM as an illegal organization and the
establishment of another national
organization was brief - only over a
year. Before the establishment of the
Azanian People's Organization as the
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political successor of the Black
People's Convention in 1978, a
number of civic associations were
formed in several black townships
mainly to intervene in the student
question and the crackdowns that fol·
lowed the police massacres and
people's anger after the Soweto upris
ing_ While abiding by the black con
sciousness philosophy to a large
extent, AZAPO decided to embark on
the second stage of the black con
sciousness approach and engage in
direct political action and challenge of
the government. Until 1984, however,
such challenge was rather indirect.
focused on instigating sports and cul
tural boycotts of South Africa by over
seas performers, campaigning against
foreign investment, contributing
toward the formation of trade unions
and their activity, and other people
oriented kinds of activities and cam·
paigns.

In 1983 AZAPO was chiefly instru
mental in the establishment of the
National Forum. which was an
alliance of black consciousness and
non-black consciousness organiza
tions. Though not entirely a black
organizational alliance. the National
Forum's membership consists of
organizations which are predomi
nantly black. Hence it displays a black
consciousness tendency. Like the
UDF. established three months after ii,
the NF was formed mainly in reaction
to the government's constitutional
reforms which involved the participa
tion of "coloreds" and Indians in gov
ernment through a tricameral form of
parliament, thus abolishing the
Westminster system of government in
South Africa. Africans were not
included in this scheme. Instead. three
Bills were introduced in parliament to
take care of them. They were called the
Black Local Authorities Bill. which

BLACK RESISTANCE TO APARTIlEID

was calculated mainly to re-christen
the Urban Bantu Councils which
would now be known as
municipalities or city councils; the
Orderly Movement and Settlement of
Black Persons BiII- a euphemism for
influx control. which sees to the
restriction of black inflow and move·
ment in urban areas; and the Black
Community Development Bill. The
immediate goal of these alliances was
to gain support in opposing proposed
"colored" and Indian elections as the
government's first step in the
implementation of participatory
reforms. Urban Africans were also to
be discouraged from participating in
council elections under the new Local
Authorities Bill.

Both alliances and AZAPO were
successful in their campaigns. which
took. place in 1984. All African, "col
ored," and Indian polls were less than
representative of the majority of the
people. But the government still con
tinued with its reform plans. After the
results of the elections. though. the
two alliances continued to operate
against other government policies.
The NF continued to work in close c0
operation with AZAPO. while the
UDF developed' an organizational
structure through which it continues
to mobilize the people. often in con
junction with labor unions andlor stu
dent organizations. Both AZAPO and
the UDF have been warned by the gov
ernment at various stages of their
operation that they were overstepping
their limits. In 1986 the UDF was
declared an affected organization,
making it illegal for it to receive funds
from overseas. It was accused of play
ing to a foreign audience and trying to
impress its overseas supporters. Since
1985 several supporters of the UDF
and its affiliate organizations have
undergone treason trials. involving
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about fifty people in all. More than a
dozen of these have been acquitted as
the trial progresses.

Many AZAPO and UDF leaders and
supporters have been playing hide and
seek with the authorities since the
declaration of the current state of
emergency in 1985. which has re
sulted in thousands of detentions. It
was reported that by the end of 1986
more than 22 000 people were in
detention without trial and the
number continues to grow as only a
few are released occasionally while
more are brought in. At least three
deaths in detention have also been
reported since 1985. While there have
been serious curbs on the media since
late 1986, from what we have been able
to gather thus far the situation remains
critical and tense and apartheid con
tinues to claim its victims in deten
tions. convictions, and deaths.

During the last few years many
people have expressed the confidence.
as a result of both the internal and
external pressure that has been
brought to bear on the government.
that the end is in sight. This remains a
big question to those of us who. as fate
would have it, are pessimists. Is it.
really? Certainly any such speculation
on the imminence of the fall of the
apartheid regime can only be a matter
of hope rather than absolute convic
tion. Did we not feel the same after
Sowelo? And yet the governmenl sum
moned its ultimate weapon for dealing
with persistently "troublesome"
organizations. The BCM was declared
illegal in its representative organiza
tions. Were not similar sentiments
expressed twenty-seven years ago fol
lowing the Sharpeville incidents? Yet
the ANC and the PAC were banned.
We do have short memories indeed.
This is nol to imply that the present
government can never be overcome.

Ralher. the main question is whether
current strategies of resistance have
changed in any significant way from
those of past organizations in order to
anticipate any drastic government
action. Listen to what Mandela has to
say: "South African history has con
ditioned Africans to the fact that if
their demands are made strongly
enough to have some chance of suc
cess. they will be met by force on the
part of the government." I submit that
the South African government does
not summon its ultimate weapon
against an organization unless it feels
really threatened. as Mandela implies.
The strength of a national organization
in South Africa is measured by the
government's endurance against it.

That the government has not yet
summoned this weapon against cur
rent political organizations should be
an indication that it is not yet
threatened. or rather quite threatened.
by them. It is probably still confident
that it can deal with them in other
ruthless ways, as it is presently doing.
Furthermore, current political divi
sions among whites are against the sig
nificance of the Afrikaner Laager con
cept. which is the uti mate fortress
against any threat to white survival
national or political. Under this con
cept all party-political differences are
shelved when there is an "external"
threat and all whites join the fortress of
the Laager to fight together as one. Yet
today, there are three Afrikaner par
liamentary political parties. ranging
from conservative to utra-conserva
tive; one non-parliamentary. swastika
wielding opposition; in addition to
two largely English-speaking parlia
mentary oppositions. These divisios,
particularly among Afrikanerdom. are
not indicative of a government con
cerned about what is often referred to
as the total onslaught against it.
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For blacks it is quite a relief that
political resistance is still allowed to
continue in the country, in spite of its
casualties. In this way at least
everyone, both inside and outside the
country, can witness that blacks do nol
condone the system. The government
has often given that impression after
imposing silence on black opposition
and its publicity, as shown by the cur·
fent curbs on the news and the media.
However, when the government
becomes really threatend. it will defi.
nitely declare the organization or
organizations responsible for this
threat illegal and will call on while
unity by appealing to the Laager. Join
ing the Laager at such times is used as
a sign of white patriotism and a fulfil·
ment of the age-old proverb that blood,
indeed, is thicker than water. To those
outside, the idea of the Laager is gene
rally used as a blackmail instrument,
when the government responds to any
external pressure by threatening to
withdraw into the Laager.

Hitherto the banning of a political
organization in South Africa has
meant that it will either disappear
underground or begin operating from
exile. In either case it means that the
government has managed to get rid of
it-to remove it from its sight and make
it less effective. If being declared an
illegal organization is a real indication
that the government is threatened, as I
am trying to argue, should the organi
zation being thus declared cease to
operate openly upon receiving the
order? Is ceasing to operate in this case
not submitting at full impact and thus
removing the pressure that the govern
ment can no longer bear, offering it

BLACK RESISTANCE TO APARTIiEID

relief? Perhaps the real end to apart
heid will come not while organiza
tions are still able to operate legally
above ground, in spiteoftheirpersecu
tion and the indignation it arouses;
and no matter how they are able to
harass the government. The end will
probably come when they shall decide
to defy their illegal status and continue
to operate as usual in spite of it. No
doubt, the total wrath of the almighty
apartheid regime will be unleashed.
But how will it differ from yesterday
and today? Legality in South Africa
has always been only nominal in the
operation of black organizations.

In conclusion, may I point out that
this paper has deliberately concen
trated on political resistance. Any
detailed consideration of black resis
tance to apartheid will in future have
to include the role played by the
Church, by the trade union movement.
and more explicitly by the students
and their organizations particularly
since the beginning of the present
decade. These sectors of South African
society are increasingly playing a sig
nificant role in waging opposition to
white supremacy and apartheid laws
in that country. Also to be considered,
confirmed or refuted, are the disputed
claims of the Chief Minister of the
Kwa-Zulu homeland, Mangosuthu
Buthelezi, and his Inkatha Movement.
My personal opinion of this last
organization, based on my experience
as a black South African-, though not
examined through deliberate paper
research, is that it does not constitute a
part of the black resistance movement
in South Africa.



JOURNAL OF BLACK THEOLOGY IN SOUTH AFRICA 13

The Social-Cultural Analysis
of the Origins and
Development of
Black Theology

by Dr Cecil Mzingisi Ngcokovane

For almost two decades, Black Theol
ogy has bordered on definitions and
has not successfully outgrown such a
stage. Hence a Black Theology Confer
ence held in Wilgespruit-South on 16
19 August 1983, felt the need and
urgency to move out of such impasse. [11

The consensus among contemporary
perspectives is that Black theologians
must now address themselves, inter
alia, to the content of Black theology
and its methodology. cal Beyond, if not,
within the definitional stance of Black
theologians, there is a problem with
regard to conceptual tools of analysis.
Black theologians have hitherto,
employed race analysis in their
theological reflection. But the crucial
question to be raised is:To what extent
is the racialistic conceptual analysis
adequate to understand problems of
Blacks in South Africa, North
America, African continent and the
rest of the world? I will focus thisques
tion on South Africa in order to be con
textual in my approach to the topic
under consideration.

I would like to argue that any social
cultural analysis of the origins and
development of Black theology in the
world, especially in South Africa must
of necessity take into serious account
the historical materialist background.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is
not to dismiss the tools which have
been used for a discourse on Blade
theology so far. Rather, to find out
whether such tools of analysis cannot
be extended to deal with the reality of
political economy of race and class in
God's world. Thus an adequate social
cultural analysis of the origins and
development of Black theology needs
to take such an approach as one of the
starting points.

Both the content and methodology
of Black theology in South Africa has
not taken into serious account the
exploitation of African labour.

The objective of Ihis paper is 10
show why and how this labour was
and continues to be exploited. Thus I
am more interested in the relations
between social-cultural facts of Black

I. O. ConI.,ela Report entitled: Bled. TlwooIoc Revisited••pool6Unill jointl, b, The l...itllte forContutuel~
.nd Notw Hortzon Project. Wi....""'it. 16-19 Aqust 1183. P I .•. ""



exploitation both as a working class
and as peasants. I would also like to
show how such facts influence the
development of racism in our land.

I regard the identification of causal
relations as a key to an adequate expla
nation of how racism developed to be
what it is in South Africa today and.
how such a development has. in tum
given rise to Black theology. Moreover.
I would like to probe into the reasons
why the origins and development of
Black theology have not dealt with
questions of black labour exploitation.

The Problem and its Matrix: Towards
a Theoretical Framework
According to R Turner. most people
make choices within a very narrow
context. defined by a set of implicit
and explicit social-cultural. religious
and economic values which they do
not realise can themselves be chosen
or rejected. Black Christians and their
theologians have been victims of such
blind choices. IJI They have been vic
timised by religion (Christianity} with
its Western theological presupposi
tions that are rooted in the Euro
American cultural ideology. At the
bottom of such a cultural ideology are
the western capitalist and imperialist
interests. How is it the case that Black
theology has not been able to unmask
such latent presuppositions? I will
come back to this question later.

A close look at the socialisation pro
cess will help us understand the prob·
lem faced by Black theologians today. I
agree with Turner that socialisation
prepares people nol just for socialliv.
ing. but for living out specific roles in
specific social structures.

Hence Turner contends that:

THE SOClAL-CULTURAI. ANALYSIS

The social structure may be one of gross
inequality, but if the socialisation
mechanisms are working effectively the
independent kickiog child can be turned
into the passive. acceptiog adult at the bot
tom of the pile. who accepts herlhis role
because he/she has been deprived of the
capacity to conceive of any other way of
existing. That is. the effect of the process of
socialisation is to make a particular social
structure and a particular buman model
seem to be natural, and to hide the fact that
it is not natural. and could be changed. 141

Indeed. Turner is correct when he
contends that the process of socialisa
tion can thus narrow down a person's
range of perceptions and choices to a
predefined social reality, 1$11t is in such
an ideologicalooCultural captivity that
the Church in the "Blad:. World" finds
itself. Blad:. theology needs to hang
loose of such captivity in its theologi
cal reflection. Black theologians ought
to uncover how the socialization pro
cess can induce acceptance of inequal·
ity by the oppressed masses in an
unequal social structure. Black theo·
gians must unmask those latent social·
cultural and ideological (orces that
make the oppressed masses come to
believe in their "own" inferiority and
in the natural rights .of their exploiters
and oppressors. How such blind
acceptance of inequalities works has
been clearly pointed out by Turner
when he says that:

This is not something necessarily brought
about by the Machiavellian cunning of the
dominant group. Once a social structure Is
in existence. mechanisms take over which
tend to keep it going. The dominant group
are also being socialised. They are being
socialised into dominant roles. with the
concomitant belief in the naturalness of
their dominance. of their superiority,

). Turner. R Th,,~o,. ..v.d1".Olrbtlf,n In_Uutl. f1 ....mfonl"in. 197Z. p to
4. Ibid.p 11
S. Ibid
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whether it be race superiority in South
Africa, caste superiority in classical India,
or the superior virtues and intelligence of
the middle classes in the 19th century
Europe. The system seems 10 perpetuate
itself, ...~

In South Africa, a social structure
such as the one mentioned in the
above statement is perpetuated by
capitalism.

Turner correctly points out that the
human model characteristic of the
dominant white group in South Africa
is the capitalist human model. He also
contends that the values imposed by
the socialization process in capitalist
societies are those that particular form
of society needs in order to survive.!'l
Turner identifies some essential ele
ments of capitalist society as follows:

1. "Some people controllhe means of pro
duction. The rest of the population, ha
ving no tools or land of their own, have
no option but to work for those who do
own the tools or the land. And the own
ers naturally expect to get somethig oul
of permitting them to do so. The basis
upon which they are employed is thaI
some of the products of their labour
should be given to the capitalist in
return for the 'right' to use the
capitalist's means of production. To put
it another way, the worker receives
wages that are less than the value of hisl
her labour. The capitalist accumulates
caital by taking the surplus product,
which he/she has not worked to pro
duce.
This is exploitation ...

2. The capitalists' objective in exploiting
workers is not, as might be expected,
simply their own persnalgood. in terms
of a comfortable life and a high level of
consumption. If it were, they would,
once they had made their first million,

retire, relax and enjoy themselves. But
they do nol. They ruin their health com
peting for a level of wealth which they
could not possible consume, even if
they wanted to. 111

Capitalists continue to accumulate
because for them, accumulation be
comes an end in itself instead of being
a means to an end.

Such an activity results in the social
system becoming an independent
thing and people becoming subject to
it,!tI This leads to Turner's third essen
tial element of capitalist society,
namely, that:

3. At an advanced level of accumulation,
the need for markets as an outlet for the
products of all this accumulated capital
becomes important. It therefore be
comes necessary to boosl the consump
tion of that sector of the population
which has surplus cash. They have to be
forced to consume the product. whether
they "want" to or not This is the role
played by advertising This forced
cosumption can occur among certain
social groups at the same time as other
social groups are being forced to restricl
consumption by being paid low wages
so that their employers can accumulate
more.u"

If one were to use J Habermas's
expression of labour, one would con
tend that labour is a fundamental
category of human existence.!lll Hence
BuU T1hagale drawing upon Gregory
B8um could say that "through labour
(people) transform nature. Through
labour human beings build their envi
ronment, their world and in so doing
they simultaneously build themsel
ves.In a collective labour engagement.
(people) build themselves together.

•• Ibid
7.lbidp12
•. Ibid. pp U·14
t. Ibid. P 14

10. Ibid. pp 14·15
11. KIlbei"ri1n.1 Kn"..-/ftlp.nd Hum.n Int..rest•. Hienemlnn. London. 1972. p 25
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Thus (people) in their collective
labouring efforts become co-creators.
They are the effective subjects of what
they create.111I Such a conception of
labour is ideally sound, but the capi.
talists' system upsets the whole
scheme of co-creation. How such a
process takes place. has been well
articulated by Turner when he says
that:

In (a capitalist) society, acquisition. owner
ship and consumption of material goods is
the greatest aim of human beings. Work is
only a means 10 this. II is not scmelhingan
individual does because of the inherent
meaningfulness of creative activity. II is an
unpleasant necessity to be gol over as soon
8S possible so that you can go home and
consume. lUI

What this statement means is that
the worker is a means for the
capitalist's end of accumulating.
Hence Turner contends that this
means that work is often objectively as
unpleasant as it is described to be.
"The capitalist employs the worker for
an objective other than the worker's
own satisfaction, so the nature of the
work and the work environment are
designed for that other purpose. They
are designed to maximise profit. not to
give the worker satisfaction from a
meaningful task. "lUI Blacks, both in
the U.S.A. and in the "Republic" of
South Africa are victims of such an
economic system. However Black
theologians are still hesitant to take a
plunge and vigorously attack this issue
head on. Hence the origins and
development of Black theology have
been extremely lacking in this regard.
Thus 1 shall now look at how the
capitalist system and its values has
actually influenced theological renec·

THE SOCIAL-CULTURAL ANALYSIS

tion in capitalist societies such as
U.S.A., S.A. and Western Europe.
Imbued by western capitalist and cul
tural values, the carriers of Christian
ity have. in turn, influenced theologi
cal discourse among Black theolo·
gians. To understand this process, we
must take a close look at cultural domi·
nation in a particular context, for
example, South Africa, and also at an
ethical system that places limitations
on human community.

Conqest and Cultural Domination
Bernard Magubane has correctly
pointed out that the supremacy of the
whites, their values and civilisation,
was only won when the cultural and
val ue system of the defeated African
was reduced to nothing and when the
Africans themselves loudly admitted
the cultural hegemony of their con
querors.IUI Such a notion came also
true in the religious sphere.

Christianity carries in it, inter slis,
two kinds of ethical system. According
to Turner, one kind accepts the predo
minant human model and tries to
rationalise it, to smooth the edges.
Turner calls such an ethical system an
"internal morality" which he articu-
lates as follows: .

... pay your debts, give to the poor, don't
tell lies. don't steal (i.e. don't deprive
people of property which is theirs in terms
or the given legal-property system in ways
that the system does not permit). In a slave
society, feed your slaves properly, don't
sell their children until they are eight years
old. In war, kill people with bullets. bul not
with poison gasP"

Such an ethic justifies or legitimizes
institutionalized violence, racism and
economic exploitation. But it also does

U. Conl...me. Reporl On BIKl TheoIOSY. op cit. p 25
n. Tutne•. R. op cll. P 15
14. M,subllne. B M TIt. Palitlul economy 01 R«:. 'lldClus;1l South Afric•. Monthly Revl... Prest. Ne.. York. 1979.
U. Tumer.opcll.pl7
I" Ibid. P III
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more. It creates passivity on the part of
the victims of such a system and also
imbues them with a sense of guilt
whenever they question such unethi
cal values. Consequently, they accept
such an ethical system as a given not to
be challenged. Hence the exploited
and the oppressed find themselves in a
vicious cycle of pain. This kind of an
ethical system also makes life easier
for people within the system who find
themselves not challenging the human
model implicit in the system. Black
theologians are constantly haunted by
this kind of ethical system.

Although Black theologians employ
the second kind of ethical system.
namely "transcendent morality" in
their theological reflection. they
nonetheless fall short of their essential
task. Transcendent morality is defined
by Turner as:

(An ethical system which( goes beyond the
given and ask the fundamental question 
'what is human life for, what is the meaning
of human life?''''

It is an ethic which challenges the
human model implicit in the system.
The "transcendent ethic" demands
that we question our taken-for-granted
ways of behaving, that we must con
tinually question them. It is on the
basis of the "transcendent ethic" that
Black theologians like other religious
leaders, have continually attacked
both old religious forms and social
forms. They have attacked religious
forms which have, in fact, lost their
transcendance and which have
instead become merely repetitive ri
tuals. Black theologians have attacked
social forms which have become both
unquestioned. hence mechanical and

11. Ibid
11. Ibid
19. Ibid. pp 1&·19
ZOo ibid

non-human, and unjust. hence de
humanising.(l') But such an attack is
not new because we find it in Hebrew
prophets. Jesus Christ and Muham
mad. Such a view is best articulated by
Turner when he contends that:

We have seen the Hebrew prophets attack
ing the worship of the Golden Calf-both an
idol with a ritual attached, and a way of life
in which personal material satisfaction
turns one way from one's neighbour. We
have seen Christ breaking the Sabbath to
cure the sick-so showing that the mechani
cal ritual of Sabbath observance must give
way to an intelligent understanding of the
transcendent significance of the Sabbath as
a day in which I cease [rom my own selfish
persuits and consider the needs of the
whole, and hence of other men and women.
We have seen Muhammad challenging the
way of the wealthy merchants of Mecca,
who believed that their wealth gave them
power over both people and gods, by assert
ing the universality of the one God, who
cannot be bought, and by asserting that
wealth must be used for social purposes,
not for individual purposes.I''!

However, history of religion shows
us thai it is one of gradual decline of
such transcendent beliefs and prac
tices into the given,

a decline whereby they become nothing
more than a 'traditional way of life' in
which religious observance is mere ritual
and in which the transcendent ethic gets
moulded into the very untranscendent so
cial structure, and becomes an 'opiate of the
people': until a new reformer shatters the
structure, either by creating a new religion
(Muhammad), or by appealing to the pris
tine transcendence of an earlier religious
genius {Calvin).I"1

Nevertheless. the social relevance of
religion does not only lie in the fact
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that it commands us to question
accepted human models and the
accepted social structure in which
they ace embodied. but also lies in the
clinical examination of such accepted
human models and social structures.

Thus I J Mosala has indicted Black
theologians of being blind to the fact
that in their attack/criticism of "white
theology", they are actually using the
same tools of analysis that whites have
traditionally used to justify their case.
According to Mosala. while Black
theology has advocated black Iibera
lion and the black experience as a
focus in its analysis it has continued to
draw its biblical hermeneutical as
sumptions from while theology.
Mosala's strongest point is that Black
theology does this irrespective of the
class character of the Bible. In doing
this. Mosala slashes JCone. C West, A
Boesak, S Gqubule. E Mgojo, S Dwane
and M Buthelezi.ltll But I think that
Mosala's indictment is selective rela
tive to these Black theologians, espe
cially with regard to JCone and CWest.

C West. for example, has long
claimed that Black theology and Mar
xist thought share three characteristics
as follows:

1. Both adhere to a similar meth
odology, the same way of
approaching their respective
subject matter and arriving at
conclusions.

2. Both link some notion of libera
tion to some future socio
economic condition of the
down-trodden.

3. And this is most important. both
attempt to put forward tren
chant critiques of liberal
capitalist America.lUl
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For C West. "Black theologians and
Marxist thinkers must preserve their
own existential and intellectual inte
grity and explore the possibility of
promoting fundamental social amelio
ration together".Iu1 While Mosala has
raised a thought provoking criticism
one begins to realise the need to ask
him the question: What tools of
analysis is he using? Who has given
him and other Black theologians (in
cluding myself) the right to theologise
about the black working class and
black peasants if we are not part of
their struggle? Have the poor, the
oppressed and the black working class
given us the mandate to do theology
about them? What does the record
show in terms of our daily participa
tion in the struggle of black people?

B Tlhagale contends that "if Black
theology is to talk meaningfully about
Christian symbols and how they affect
the socio-economic conditions of the
Black people. it will have to grapple
with the fundamental contradictions
that explain the nature of the present
society."12<1 If the historical materialist
background is not taken into serious
account by Black theologians, Black
theology as in the past. would have
been done in a vacuum. Hence the
need for Black theologians to boldly
unmask the falsehood of white theol
ogy with its cultural ideology in a man
ner that will clinically deal with the
question of political economy of race
and class not only in South Africa but
throughout the world. Thus, Black
theology in its development. needs to
outgrow the two kinds of ethical sys
tem which I mentioned earlier on (Le.
"Internal Morality" and "Transcen
dent Ethic").

21. d MOMI•• I I "The Use of Ihe Bible in Black Theology" in Unq""sf;ollablll RiShi 10 bIl F....... by MOMla. I.). and T1h.gll",
B lids). SkOI.ville Publishers. 198fi. pp 17!>·I96.

22. Wesl. C "Slack Theology .nd Mlrs;st Thought" in H/.d Theolav': " Doo:llmefll.trytlISlory. 1966·1919. byG Wilma...
• I Co"" (edsl. Orbis Books. Maryknoll. 1979. p !>SJ
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24. Tlh.ple. H"Tow.rds. Illack TheolOSY 01 Labou," in Conr",en<:e Report on Black Theology. op r;il. p 2!>
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Conclusion
Black theology both in its origins and
development has been held in captiv
ity by a theology which is grounded in
Euro-American capitalist interests and
cultural values - a theology that has
never given room to the democratiza
tion of the Church structure (as an
institution) and theological enterprise.
Thus democratization can only be
done by and/or with the masses them
selves. Here I am talking about
"people's theology" and/or "ministry
by the people". The starting point for
such a ministry or theology is a sober
look and clinical criticism of the pre
sent theological captivity in which
Black theologians find themselves.
Indeed, such a starting point will con
stitute a realistic vision for the future
of Black theology.

Since theology is done within the
confines of a Euro-American cultural
ideology and capitalist interests, Black
theology must now begin to take the
notion of democratization into serious
consideration. This will be a new stage
- a stage when the masses assume full
control of their lives in all spheres of
life, especially religious life.

One of the problems of capitalist
societies and their Churches, is that
they allow democratization only in the
sphere of politics or the state and deny
the masses of society democratic par
ticipation in the economic sphere.
This is due to the notion of the mainte
nance of the sanctity of private prop
erty in the means of production. Thus
there is democracy in the political
sphere and lack of democracy in the
economic sphere. Consequently, the
dominant theologies of the Euro
American traditions are bound up in
such a captivity and, in turn, such a
captivity has affected Black theology.

The lack of democracy in the
economic sphere, that is to say, the

black working masses not having their
own representatives, and participa
tion in the decision-making corporate
bodies, and in the political sphere,
consequently creates the pattern for
the lack of democracy for the black
working masses in all other institu
tions of society - including the Church
and its seminaries.

The biggest problem Black Christ
ians face in undemocratic, bureaucra
tic society. such as South Africa is that
theology is designed and controlled by
a white group ruling over blacks. Since
South African society is one that is
characterised by racial and class
oppressions. all theology for the
oppressed group of lower classes is
irrelevant because it is designed and
controlled by a group other than the
oppressed themselves. Hence theol
ogy in a situation of class and racial
oppression tends to justify the existing
socio-cultural. political and economic
inequalities. Theology, therefore, has
perpetuated ignorance and acceptance
of the system on the part of Blacks in
the world. It is precisely at this point
that a Black theologian has need of a
stern theological education from the
people below. This is the basis of the
demand for "people's theology" or
"ministry by the people".

In South Africa, for example,
"people's theology" must include the
following elements: A clinical exami
nation and critique of traditional west
ern theology in light of the issues
addressed by the KAIROS Document
and contextual theologies that have
emerged; a reflection on the South
African political. economic and edu
cational situation and its international
dimensions: and, a reflection on one's
perception of one's faith and expe
riences inside and outside the Church.
There must be a thorough democrati
zation of theological system with the



20

Church providing funds and equip
ment 8S well as minimum control over
theological education.

The Church can also providegeneral
guidelines which will. of course. be
formulated by people themselves
based on their own daily experience
and faith. Such an approach to theo)·
ogy will enable Black theologians to
realize that beyond racism lies the
economic question. The dynamic
forces which are operative in the
capitalist economic system can be best

•
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understood only when Black theolo
gians interact and listen to the Black
labour force. Only when oppressed
black masses control and design their
theological education and seminaries.
can we even begin to talk about the
curriculum and philosophy of
theological education. But at the heart
of all this. is the economic question.
without which. OUf theology is bound
to be wide off the mark. Thus our
theological reflection will fizzle out
and die before we start.
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Following the Trail of
Suffering: Black Theological

Perspectives, Past and Present
by Dr Takatso A Mofokeng

I. INTRODUCTION
The people of South Africa live during
difficult times when crucial decisions
have to be made. With the state of
emergency widened to embrace the
entire black South Africa (there are no
signs of it in white towns) there is no
doubt any more that there is a great
measure of intransigence and despera
tion on the part of the white state.
Large scale indiscriminate detentions
of black leaders and activists of all
ages; the tear gassing of people in
churches and at funeral services and
the brutal shootings of unarmed
school children provide irrefutable
concrete evidence of this intransi
gence and desperation. The entire
black South Africa has been forced to
retreat to a low level of resistance
because of increasing and deepening
repression and harassment. This situa
tion of crisis has brought black politi
cians, economists, social scientists,
religious leaders and theologians who
are in prison as well as those who are
still outside, to a tactical stop. They
had to stop and review the situation of
stalemate and search for new and more
meaningful answers to pertinent ques
tions which are posed by it and devise
new strategies of advancing the cause
of liberation.

The present setback which we are
experiencing in our exodus is also an

opportunity that omnot be missed. It
is a setback in that what appeared a
year ago as an unstoppable thrust to
bring about the emergence of a new
future and the birth of a new nation has
been abruptly and ruthlessly inter
cepted. While it is a lamentable set
back, it is one that can and has to be
converted into an opportunity which
if properly and carefully utilized, can
benefit the struggle for liberation. The
state of emergency is for black people,
an epistemological moment to which
all thought and language have come. It
is not certain anymore that old thea
logical language and communal activ
ity will continue to be the best ways of
expresslng the presence of God among
the oppressed in the most effective
manner in and beyond the present
state of emergency. It is not certain
anymore that this language which
used to kindle the light of hope and the
fire of active faith in the oppressed will
continue to be the most effective wit
ness to God as God continues to bring
down opposition to God's sovereignty
and to the liberation of God's oppres
sed creation. It is also not certain any
more that this theological language
which we now use will continue
through the entire state of emergency
to give appropriate expression to and
even inspire new "emergency"
responses of black people to God's
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command to engage in a radical discip
leship in pursuance of justice and lib
eration.

It is therefore imperative that in our
attempt to be theologically vigilant
and our continuing obligatio to test
and reconcile black concrete discip
leship with verbal articulation of that
discipleship we should grab the epis
temological moment which has been
forced upon the black theological com
munity and struggle. While standing
firmly in the present. we have to re
examine the past in order to fashion a
better and more crisp and sharp theo
logical language that can cut open the
door 10 a future of liberation for black
people of South Africa.

II. L1GIIT ON METHODOLOGY
IN BLACK THEOLOGY

From 1978 when, according to S Biko,
"essentially the black community is a
very religious community, which
often reflects on being, in other words,
what is my purpose in life, why am I
here, who am I"?' going through 1980
when Bonganjalo Goba stated that
".... black theological reflection as a
communal praxis cannot be separated
from the ongoing commitment to polit
ical change in South Africa"! to 1986
when Itumeleng Mosala asserts that
Black Theology has to be a theoretical
weapon of struggle in the hands of the
exploited black masses,) this theology
has always been a theology of praxis
which emerged in the heat of the his
torical struggles of black Christian
workers and peasants and has always
retained that base. Initially, however,
the link with this praxis was not pro-
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nounced and vivid because black
praxis had not yet evolved into a delib
erately organized historical project.
But as soon as the South African Stu
dent Organization (SASOj and the
Black People's Convention (BPC)
launched the earliest concrete social
projects for purposes of economic
upliftment and psychological libera
tion under the banner of Black Con
sciousness, this important methodo
logical link became explicit and visi
ble. It immediately had a direct and
forceful impact on the determination
and arrangement of theological themes
in order of priority. In fact Black
Theology. as a theological articulation
of Black consciousness in the religious
realm became one of the many projects
of conscientization. It continues to
play an important role in the ideologi
cal formation of the black political
agents. This is evidenced by the suc
cessful leadership of archbishop
Desmond Tutu, dr Alan Boesak and
other black pastors.

This complex relationship was mis
understood by white theologians who
wrongly attempted to link Black
Theology with some European theolo
gies in order to acquire the right of
placing it on their agenda in the arena
of their struggle for orthodoxy'.

The blame can as a matter of fact not
be put entirely on the acquisitive
instinct of european and other western
theologians. Black Theologians in
South Africa are also to blame. They
did not make the distinction between
their theology and others sufficiently
clear. They also continued to use
dominant theological categories

1. Biko S 'slllemenl made in ~ourl during Ike SASO·IlPe IIlll" II quoled by A Millird. See kll "Testimony of51"..e 8il:o"
New York: Plnlke. Books. Cranada PubJlskln&. 1919 p 94.

1. coo. B "Ooln& TtteoI"llY In Soulh Afr;ca: A Black Chrisllan Perspective";n 10u",.1 01 TheolOfY Irx Sourhem A/ria,
June 1980. p 2511.

1. Mo..111 J"The use 01 'he Bible in Bleck TheoIOllY" in I J MCl""11 and BTlhaple (ed'l' The UnqIJar;onebJeRilhl 10 be
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Theology. a Documenlary Hi.rary. 1966-1919. New York, Orbi, BooU. 1919 p'l3JIf.
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which are household categories in
european theology without even ex·
plaining the difference that emerges
when the same categories are used in
their theology. Neither did they make a
total break epistemologically with
european theology. They continued to
be dependent on it for a long time and
thereby opened their theology for
european theological meddling, long
before they were ready to deal with
critique from outside.

James Cone. a black American
theologian. was very clear from the
very beginning that he was not satis·
tied with euro-american theology and
that he was attempting to leave it
behind him. His A Black Theology of
Liberation is evidence of this noble
effort. In that way other black theolo·
gians who shared the same concern
could come in and say whether he had
succeeded in his goal or not. This is
how G Wilmore and C Cone came into
this debate and assisted JCone through
their critique to go further and com·
plete the epistemological break which
he had initiated and make a real new
beginning for Black Theology.)

It was the case on the issue of the
identity of Black Theology. Wilmore
asked for factors that made black theol
ogy black and thus distinguished it
from white theology. He pushed Cone
to get to the basic issue of the sources
and the norm, which is what deter
mines the identity, content and
methodology of a theology.

In the above mentioned book J Cone
can be seen vigorously grappling with
the theological constructions of K
Barth. P Tillich and to a lesser extent
that of R Niebhur. He criticizes some
parts of their theology in the light of

the social challenges and theological
needs of the black community and
appropriates some of its useful
methodological elements. In that way
Cone released himself from the grip of
euro-american theology and went
further in his development of Black
Theology. as it is evident in his book.
God of the Oppressed especially.
South Africa black theologians were
not so fortunate in that regard. They
did not have a Wilmore at that very
early and crucial stage of the develop
ment of their black theology. Con
sequently their theology suffered from
a lack of selfcritique which did not last
very long as we can see from the pre·
sent debates among black theologians
in South Africa.

When most black theologians fo
cused as a matter of priority their
entire attention on the black commun·
ity and its praxis as sources of material
for reflection, and neglected public
methodological debates. B Goba
plunged into these debates in which
he was later joined by I Mosala and B
Tlhagale who lifted the debate to a
higher level. At a time when the acting
subject in the struggle for liberation
was not yet clearly identifiable in
group or class terms B Goba. M
Buthelezi, D Tutu and others. consis
tently identified the entire black com
munity as the acting subject of its liber
ation.' It was only later when black
trade unions for both men and women
made a forceful appearance on the
labour scene and took their rightful
place at the forefront of the fierce battle
for a society of unshackled people that
Mosala and B Tlhagale identified our
interlocutor as the black workers.' It is
necessary to say that this change of the

5. s....G 5 Wilmore's BIKA Hllli,/on .nd BIKA R.dlc.lism New York, Anchor Books 1973 P 29Sf. Aim""" Cone'sGodo'
theOppreJUdSeabury Preu. New York. 1975 p 2S21: alsoseeCone'sMySoul LoobBod (Abingdon, Nashville. 19.e21
p 112 .
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identity of the acting subject did not
imply disillusionment with or a rejec·
tion of the black community. It was a
necessary deepening of the concept
"black community" whereby this com
munity is named in relation to the
primary activity - economic activity
that detennines its oppression and
also serves as a trustworthy criterion of
national liberation. Black people have
been dispossessed of their land which
is the basic means of all production
and subsistence as well as a source of
power. They have been turned into
dispossessed workers whose only pos
session is their labour power. By iden
tifying black people as workers these
theologians have lifted our struggle
beyond civil rights to human rights.
from an exclusive struggle against
racism to a social and national revolu
tion.

This deepening in the identifying of
the black interlocutor is very impor
tant for black theology. It introduces
theology into the area of the material
basis of theology which has been
rather largely neglected by euw-ameri
can theologians in favour of spirituali·
zation. This is to my mind. an impor
tant theological deepening and correc
tive.

Recent publications by our ameri
can brothers and sisters also show evi
dence of a further development in this
area.' In the earlier stages of the
development of their version of black
theology the interlocutor was the black
community as an undelineated whole.
The acute and urgent problem was
racism as it affected the entire black
community and as it permeates the
entire fabric of american society. This
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viewpoint was carried forward into
international theological dialogues.
especially into the dialogue with Latin
American theologians where it was
presented forcefully by Cone and Wil
more among others. Latin Americans
on their part approached theology
from the class paradigm and also force
fully presented class as the detennin
ant in society.'

In the ensuing difficult debate that
took long before positions softened.
both sides acceeded to the point made
by the other side. Black theologians
recognized that racism is not the sale
problem facing blacks and that
capitalism posed a serious problem
and that it has to be addressed theolog
ically. combated socially as well as
politically and eradicated simultane
ously with racism. What is important
for us at this stage of our discussion is
that in addition to convincingly pre
senting the painful concrete issue of
racism and acknowledging that the
latin americans had a point about
capitalism. Black americans also
addressed the issues of religion of the
oppressed as well as the culture of the
oppressed within the framework of
marxism. They pointed out that these
two areas are the achilles' heel of mar·
xism. '0 In fact as far as religion is con
cerned. marxism generally regards it a
negative factor in the life of oppressed
people. Le. as an ideological instru
menllhat is used by the dominant clas
ses against the dominated classes. And
as we all can attest from our own
experience as well as that of many
people in our black communities. this
is not completely true. Oppressed
black people continuously remold

•. Seec W"l: Prophety o.tivetlnu: Westminllet PrftI. PhillCklph'" IH2. Cone', My5ocJ11c>oU bid; 1110 '" rrlnces
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religious ideas which are imposed
upon them and produce a religion that
is capable of functioning as a defensive
as well as combative ideological
weapon."

This position is based. as we know.
on the marxian principle that domin
ant ideas in every society are the ideas
of the dominant class. This leads to
ignoring ideas of the oppressed or
relegating them to a position of insig
nificance in that entire society even
among the dominated classes thus
clearing the field for dominant ideas to
dominate unchallenged. The expe
rience of the oppressed is that their
ideas, in the present case their domi
nated religion, continues to survive
and playa sustaining role as well as
that of contesting the hegemony of the
religion of the dominant classes.

(So far the Italian communist party
is the only marxist party that has
acknowledged the positive role of
religion especially the religion of the
oppressed.)

The implication of the above for
black social analysts is that black
theologians and other social analysts
should not rely exclusively on mar
xism in their attempt to understand
their predicament in a capitalist and
racist world. They have to find within
their own cultural heritage other tools
which will be used complementarily
with marxism.

This is a lesson which is very impor
tant for South African black theolo
gians because there is a significant sec
tion of the oppressed in South Africa
today that insists on the validity of the
orthodox marixan assertion that race is
not a co-determinant of oppression of
black people. Those who hold that
view are bound to ignore the culture

and religion of black people in their
search for weapons of struggle.

The redefinition of the identity of
the black community also coincided
with a new issue on the agenda 
women's oppression and their struggle
against it. Black Theology had up to
that point not addressed it and for this
gross neglect black theologians have to
hang their heads in shame and ask for
God's forgiveness and that of our
mothers and sisters.

All attention had up to that point
focussed entirely on national issues in
which black people as a group stand
over and against white people. white
economy and the white state. Many
black women. especially at a time
when they too were in the forefront of
the battle facing the wrath of the army
and the police and suffering equally if
not more. demanded the issue of their
subservient position during times of
relative peace to be addressed. The
entire black community, especially
men. were challenged to widen and
deepen sanctificatory processes
within itself and practice internal jus
tice and distribute power to effect
equality in order to enhance the exter
nal thrust of communal praxis and
theology in oombat against oppressive
forms of white theology. Black women
who have tasted equality in battle. in
suffering and in victory are not pre
pared to return 10 their former status in
the community and at home after com·
bat or when the struggle is over. They
called for internal dialogue to redress
this situation so that the gains of their
struggle would not be 10st.1l

The church and theology have not
escaped from this justifiable critique.
It is indeed true that black women con
stitute the largest group in the church

11. I I MOJIllt', .•AfriCln Independent Churches: t study In soclo-theolOKiClI prot<:sl- in RM;'I~~ tnd Hope.
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and also that they provide the material
means for the survival of the church.
But paradoxically, they are the objects
of a male created. monitored and
imposed power structure and theol
ogy. Women are in most cases, not
allowed to excercise power in the
church wherein they are almost the
sole audience and activists. be it poli·
tical, religious, financial or theological
power.

They are allocated some space yes,
but it is space at some remote comer
and not at the center stage of the
church. That remote corner is the only
space they are allowed to use for
articulation of their own theology. a
theology which they create in
response to the challenges which face
them specifically as well as those
which face their families and com
munity.

Black women in South African
churches are starting to stand up
against this exclusion in church and
theology. They have started to articu·
late their theological thoughts and
demand an audience and dialogue.

As we are all aware and have come
to accept, doing a relevant theology
demands a rigorous analysis of so·
ciety. This is the area in which the
overwhelming majority of black
women in South African churches are
in my opinion not yet well grounded.
And this is the area in which black
american women are well developed.
They can therefore be of great assis·
tance to black South African women.
church women and theologians.

As we have stated above. the
advance to which we are referring is in
the area of analysis of society and that
determines the questions and priori
ties for the theological agenda. We
have noticed that black female thecla-
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gians in the U.S. distinguish their pre
dicament from that of white women.
This is because of the peculiar way in
which racism operates in a capitalist
society. It leads to more suffering for
black women in society. On the other
side. capitalism in a racist society
favours white women and exploits
black women together with black men
as well as the entire black community.

This understanding of their society
has led to a development of black
theology from a feminist perspective
which is different and separate from
white feminist theology. II Its agenda is
also different from that of white
feminist theology because black
women stand in the black community
and the black church. They are not
undistinguishable members of ameri·
can society and church. This is what
most black South African women of
the church still have to learn. accept
and defend. Since feminist theology
came to South Africa wearing a white
garb and was introduced by white
feminist theologians at a time when
the black consciousness perspective
had lost ground to the so called
progressive democratic perspective,
women's theological reflection is also
being dominated by the dominant
perspective and the questions and
priorities of white society and the
white church. Black questions take a
back seat as a result.

The social developments in South
Africa have inevitably led to a greater
appreciation of the value of social sci·
ences and their analytical usefulness
in bringing clarity to an often muddy
and confusing situation. Calls in this
regard were repeatedly made by Goba
in the past and are presently renewed
by T1hagale and Mosala. They loudly
call for a search for an appropriate
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biblical hermeneutic which would
deal with these new issues satisfactor
ily. It is especially Mosala's timely
critique of Black Theology on its fai·
lure to become the property of the mas
ses that really hurt, Black Theology, he
said fairly recently quoting K Marx,
".... has not yet become a material
force because it has not gripped the
masses"." He called for a new way of
going about with the biblical text, a
way that will enable the hidden and
silenced but struggling oppressed
people in biblical communities to
become visible, and to break their
silence and speak up clearly and loud
enough to be heard by the equally
silenced black people today as they
stand up to demand God's justice and
liberation. As history shows, radical
calls of this nature are not readily
heard or speedily responded to. Black
theologians in South Africa are, how
ever, slowly responding and in their
struggle to read Scripture in the light of
the perspective of the black working
people as their loyal "organic intellec·
tuals" they are amazed at the dynamite
that lies hidden deep in the bowels of
the scriptural text, It will, however,
take some time before the results of
this new effort reach the international
theological market in large consign
ments.

Inevitably, the above hermeneutical
question raises again a related issue
which, we thought, had been
adequately dealt with and closed in
the 1970's by A Boesak. T Mofokeng
and others, namely the relationship
between scripture and a social praxis
which is informed by social sciences,
especially by dialectical sociology of

marxian derivation.l~While Boesak, in
his argument with Cone in the 1970's
insisted that "the light of the Word of
God" is the only final judgement of all
action and reflection, other black
theologians disagreed and contended
that light shines both ways because of
the unifying and enlightening pre
sence of Jesus the Messiah in the strug
gles of faith of both the communities in
the biblical text as well as that of the
suffering black people of South Africa
whose text is being written with their
blood,

It's interesting to see that black
theologians in the US have also had a
similar debate, I'm thinking here of J
Cone and Deotis Roberts. le In this
debate Cone took the position that God
is not absent from the life of the
oppressed as they struggle in life and
as they read the scriptures in the light
of their actual concrete actions. And
that consequently, that practice is of
revelational importance. In other
words the light of that practice shines
on the scriptural text making certain
things in the text perceptible as it does
on the practice, improving it qualita
tively and driving it forward. Roberts I
think, takes the traditional reformed
view that light can only shine from the
bible, which is the view propounded
by Boesak in his first book FaTeweJ/ to
Innocence.

I'm of the opinion that. when discus
sing this matter we should bring the
Spirit of God into the picture and ask
what the role of the spirit is in the com
munal practice as the spirit that dwells
among those who are occupied with
being obedient to Jesus' command of
loving their neighbour. If this spirit is
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God and if this God is, as the bible
leaches. involved in that practice in
both its concrete and theoretical
forms. is it too far-fetched to conclude
that spirit brings the two practices
together? To put differently, I don', see
,",ow and why the spirit of God can be
involved in the life and practice of the
biblical community of faith as well as
in contemporary community of faith
and not be involved in bringing the
two communities together when the
contemporary community desires to
dialogue with and learn from their pre
decessors. I think that the God who has
promised us his presence continues 10
use our own practice to enlighten our
reading of the scriptural text. I would
therefore agree with Cone on this mai
ler.

For those who would fear contem
porary textual domination of the bibli
cal text and would want to protect it. I
would say that we should emphasize
the dynamic character and nature of
the spirit of God in the community of
faith. God's spirit cannot be held hos
tage or prisoner in the practice or life of
the contemporary community just as
this spirit could not be imprisoned in
the biblical communities. The bible
witnesses to many occasions and
situations where people or com
munities were abandoned by God and
from whom the spirit of God deserted.
The spirit of God is free and frees.

Coupled with the above issue is the
closely related one of the "authority"
of scripture as a whole which espe
cially Mosala addresses very provoca
tively and posing very pertinent ques
tions. According to him, too many
black theologians still approach the
lext with awe as the "Word of God"
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and consequently use. uncritically.
texts which can have no other impact
than that of frustrating the total libera
tion of black people. 17 This mystifica
tion of the text still stands in the way of
its rationally and liberating reading
and appropriation. It hides the class
struggles which were going on in bibli
cal communities of which the biblical
text reports. It also hides the fact that
the text itself is a product of such strug
gles. one that has to be approached
with great analytical care lest black
theologians make wrong textual con
nections.

Unfortunately we can only report
that not many of our theologians. espe
cially biblical scholars. have entered
this discussion. It is therefore not evi
dent whether this proposed approach
will make Black Theology grip the
black Christian masses and enhance
their faith as well as stimulate and
radicalize their struggle for justice and
liberation.

Black american theologians
approach the scriptural text from
within the black. church and read it
using all the available reading tools
from within this church. This is
important because it is this church or
christians within it who read that text
and have to be helped to understand it
better or go further with it. So far evi
dence has shown that this community
has always read this text in such a way
that it contributed to their struggle to
survive in a society which militated
against the life of black. people and
denied their humanity. Their reading
has even encouraged them to engage.
as Wilmore has shown so clearly in his
Black Religion and Black Radicalism.
in different acts of rebellion in the past

17. s...,n... u.., oIll>e Bible in BI.d Theology. s...,Cone·'Godolth.. Oppf8Sl!d.nd .Isn ,I)o.oli' Robetl,' ROO/soil 8/.d
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and present. There was therefore no
general opiating influence of the bible
evident."

But since many black people who
belong to the working class and are
aware of their class position and class
interests have to be reached with the
biblical text, it remains a question
whether they can be reached and
impressed with the traditional reading
of this text. I have my doubts. I would
suspect that they would rather prefer
to read it in such a way that they would
hear it is addressing their working
class problems which are not abso
lutely identical with those of the black
community per se, If that be the case,
then black american theologians will
benefit something from engaging in
the dialogue which Mosala is calling
for,

III. DEEPENING THE SOURCES
Right from the inception of contem
porary Black Theology the definition
of the concept "black" has been prob
lematic. While there was unanimity
right at the beginning that all the
oppressed black peple of South Africa
Le. Africans. Coloureds and Indians
are black people, the same cannot be
said regarding inclusion of black cul
ture, black history and African tradi
tional religion in Black Theology as
formative factors. M Buthelezi explic
ity and emphatically talked about the
culture of blacks having been totally
destroyed - and was followed by A
Boesak in that he excluded it in his
first book while including black his
tory. S Biko on the other hand firmly
held that black cuture had only been
severely damaged but not totally

erased from the memory of the oppres
sed as well as removed from their daily
lives." Many theologians including
those who contributed towards the
publication "A relevant theology for
Africa" concurred with him on this.
At the end one was confronted by two
parallel streams in our black theologi
cal thinking which still persist despite
slight narrowing lately. Many black
theologians of the former persuasion
have come to acknowledge the perva
siveness of black cuture as well as re
cognize the importance of black his
tory for Black Theology. Those who
were first in regarding black culture as
important were already sifting through
it to distinguish useful elements from
those which. if displayed 10 whites.
wrongly give an impression of our
readiness to submit to white oppres
sion. Others were searchig for cultural
parallels with the culture of the He
brew people of the Old as well as New
Testament and identifying concepts
like "corporate personality" and "soli
darity" which are central to African
and Hebrew perception of being
human. S Maimela even explored the
contribution which an African con
cept of salvation can make towards
Christianity'in general and to theology
in particular.u

The case of African traditional reli
gions was more difficult especially as
found in the African Independent
Churches - the principal religiouscus
todians of African culture and tradi
tional religion. Some students in
SASO during the early days, of the
black consciousness movement were
rightly very critical of the African
Independent Churches for their apolit-

11, s.. C S Wi1"."..,', BIKt R~Ii,lon.ndBIKt R«1ia1/i,m
11. See F_w~JI fo/ntlOUllnfor BonU.·1 pooilion.n.d Eou~on al"k TMoIosY lor lholt of M 8uthel~zi. S lIiko'l poIinon

on lhil lillie CoOmeS ....1clnrly in hll -8'aConKiou._.nd 'hoe qUf!Sl lor 'rue hu....nlly~ in buY' on Bid T/lfO/.

Do ~ H._IUI..n Iledm led,: Rd_nl n..oIorrYlot Atria· Dun-n. Lulher.n Pub Hau.... 11173
21. S S Mllme\.l ~S.tqlion in African Tradilion.T"ReliJiono" in Mig......l.. Vol. tJ, No 2. AUIUIl 1M!>
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ical stance which significantly
reduced the numbers of black Christ
ians in the forefront of the struggle.
They subsequently advocated the total
eradication of these churches. a task
which would have been impossible
given their relatedness to the black
working class and working class con
ditions that still exist. The situation
has fortunately changed. though not
significantly. Notwithstanding persis
tent criticism of these churches' into
lerable neutrality which is tantamount
to support of the racist state, there is an
increasing understanding among a sig
nificant number of black theologians
of these churches and appreciation of
their positive role in enabling the low
est in the black community to at least
absorb the sting of oppression and sur
vive.2Z We therefore anticipate an
increase in research interest in this
area of church activity as well as
dialogue with theologians and religi
ous leaders of these churches on the
part of black theologians. One can only
caution that this new appreciation
should not lead to idealization of these
churches. They still have great pro
blems like all the historic churches.

As we all know, the areas of African
culture, history and traditional relig
ions have been both areas of unhappy
separation as well as possible bases of
Pan African dialogue, co-operation
and unification of black people in the
world. In the 1970's there was unfortu
nately less success in the dialogue
which went on between Afro-Ameri
cans and many Africans who took part
in it. While G Wilmore and JCone tried
hard to bridge the differences by point
ing at areas of possible common
interest and cross fertilization, J Mbiti
on the African side seemed irrevoca-
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bly bent on widening the gap by stres
sing the differences between these
theologies at the expense of com
monalities. lJ It was not until Bishop
Desmond Tutu entered this discussion
as an African and a black person i.e. as
one who combines in his life and
thought African culture and politico
economic commitment on the African
continent, that prospects for Pan
Africanism in theology improved.
Since that intervention by a black
South African, many of his country
men have joined the discussion and
more African theologians in free
Africa accept the validity of the
critique made by J Cone that African
theology is impoverished by neglect of
socio-political issues. We are thinking
here of people like J Chipenda Kwesi
Dickson and Jean Marc Ela. This
shows the key strategic position in
which our situation of oppression and
our struggle have put South African
black theologians in regard to this Pan
African theological dialogue. It
remains to be seen whether we will
live up to the challenges that face us
and use opportunities which are open
to us.

In their own appropriation of Afri
can culture, history' and traditional
religion as formative factors some
black theologians in South Africa are
going further and consistently apply
class analysis on them in order to
eliminate their negative elements and
discover positive ones. This they do
not withstanding recognition of weak
ness of marxism on issues of culture
and religion. Mosala asserts for
instance, regarding culture and black
theology, that "for this reason the task
of a black theology of liberation is,
amongst other things, to identify the

22. See II M~l.. ''The Rele"ance of ....Iricon Traditionalll.eJigions Ind t....;, rele"a""" to Black TheolollY" in The IInqlle,·
Ilo"..b/e dRill 10 be Free.

23. See Se'llioTorres and Kofi Allpiah.Kubi feds.): ....'rian Tl>eolollYl!n ROllle_ Orbilllooks, Muyk""l!. New York. 1978,
See eo""', .... BlKJ: TheolOBY o( Liberation and Cornel Wesr. Prophesy DeIi~l!rlnce.
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distinctive forms of working class cul
ture and use them as a basis for
developing theological strategies of
liberation". When doing that we
should search in the past struggles of
our working people how this culture
informed and transformed their strug
gles so that we can deal critically with
their contemporary culture. It is neces
sary to do that because as Marx says,
"the history of all hitherto existing so
ciety is the history of class struggles".
We should therefore investigate the
cultural history of the struggling clas
ses and learn from it. This is how Cor
nel West and J Cone deal with black
culture in the U.S.u

As far as African history is con
cerned, I am of the opinion that while
we accept the symbolic importance of
certain African personalities of the
past as bearers of the tradition of strug
gle against oppression in its many dif
ferent manifestations we should dig
deeper and unearth the real bearers of
those struggles, the lowest men,
women and children in our African
societies of the past and be informed
by them in our reading of scriptureand
subsequent formulation of black theol
ogy. We should not get stuck in valori
zation of African feudal kings espe
cially in present day South Africa
where most of their descendents are
being co-opted into the apartheid sys
tem and are consequently a serious
distortion of the history of their
forebears.

As far as African traditional religion
is concerned. as it is practised inside
as well as outside of the African Inde
pendent Churches, we should be very
careful especially now. Too many mis
sionaries and former missionaries who
were actually denying the validity of
these religions and actively cam-

paigned against them are now glorify
ing them. In the past they tried hard to
ellicit black support in their campaign
to eradicate these religions. now they
are again asking for black support for
the rehabilitation of these religions.
This we should not do. Instead we
should follow our own path and criti
cally appropriate only those elements
which appeal to and sustain the black
poor and most powerless in their
struggle for survival. These we should
consider incorporating in black theol
ogy.

IV. DOMINANT THEMES OF THE
PAST AND PRESENT

Racist oppression and capitalist dis
possession of blacks in South Africa
has always undergone a historical
development and manifested itself dif
ferently during different historical
periods. This happened, of course. in
such a way that the suffering of our
people broadened and worsened pro
gressively. Not only men and women
became the victims but old people and
babies as well. The different official
names which were used to refer to the
indigenous people reflect this. They
were initially called kaffirs, then
natives. later bantu and now Blacks
(with a truncated connotation). They
worked hard to create an appropriate
psychological resistance among blacks
and also made necessary adjustments
to means of resistance, continually
evolved new strategies in order to be
more effective in such worsening con
ditions. Since assault on blacks was
not limited to the economic, social and
physical areas but extended to include
ideological manipulation which took
- among many forms - a theological
one. black Christians, pastors and
theologians were called upon to
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respond theologically to counteract
and restrict mental damage on black
christians. They had to join hands
with black sociologists. economists.
psychologists and other scientists.

In the field of Black Theology it is
evident that the selection of themes
and determination of priorities was
related to the historical development
of objective conditions as we)) as the
subjective stale of christian faith of the
oppressed. At no point in time did
Black Theology follow the european
and white American agenda because it
was part of the problem. That would
not have helped to build theological
resistance against further corrosion of
the mind of the oppressed. And as S
Biko aptly put it "the mind of the
oppressed is the most potent weapon
in the hands of the oppressor". To de·
prive the oppressor of this precious
mind Black theology had to determine
its independent agenda which more
often that not. contradicts that of most
white theologians.

In the actual systematic develop
ment of Black theology two poles of
reference stand out: the Exodus and
the praxis of Jesus. the Messiah (Chris·
tology). Much of the earlier black
theology revolves around them as
events that provide a powerful
paradigm of liberation. In both cases
the notion of history which is gener
ally insufficiently dealt with. if not
totally neglected by traditional white
theology. is regarded as very impor·
tanto A historical approach to those
events brings out their dynamic
theological character. All the different
theological concepts which are dealt
with - creation. liberation. justice.
reconciliation etc. are defrozen and
injected with a dose of historicity by a
people for whom history and time had
stood still until they decided to move
them. Black people have been
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awakened to regard "the world as his
tory in the making" and themselves as
active participants in its making and
moulding. To them history is not sim
ply harmonious but conflictual as well
because of inherent contradictions
and antagonism among blacks and
whites. It is dialectical and stumbles
through moments of harmony and
conflict in its forward movement. In
opposition to a notion of history which
moves independently of the human
agency. with God alone in action. a
notion that creates passivity among
the oppressed who cannot wait an
extra day longer for change. black
theologians emphasize black people's
agency as co-workers with God. They
work with God in the historical
destruction of structures, institutions
and attitudes that make acquisition of
life and dignity by black people impos·
sible. Black christians - men and
women, young and old - are shown
biblically that they should be on the
cutting edge of the struggle to create
new structures and institutions which
they can use to gain their economic
justice. social equality and political
empowerment as a people and as indi
viduals.1t is their Christian vocation to
do this in anticipation of the coming of
the Kingdom of God. To stimulate this
active discipleship Black Theology
emphasizes people's God-given poten
cy for revolutionary action and
encourages black people to believe in
themselves as well as in their abilities
to define. shape and reshape their
world and social relationships. It is in
connection with these emphases that
A Boesak discussed the biblical basis
of black power in the middle 1970's
and S Maimela does today in the mid·
die of the 1980·s. (As things are today
in South Africa this notion of black
power in various forms - its channel
ling. direction and utilization will
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continue to be emphasized by Black
theology.) An understanding of the
central position and role of the modern
racist state in organizing and utilizing
power to foster injustice and violently
resist all efforts towards peace makes
these em'phases imperative.

In this area Cone and Albert Cleage
have remained loyal to the earliest
positions of black consciousness and
black power. When Cone enters
dialogue with black marxists he does
so without abandoning that position
which deals so aptly with racism. He
complements it with a paradigm that is
capable of dealing beller with capita
lism. In that way he is strengthened
instead of weakened. C West is open to
critique in this area.1t For him racism
is only responsible for the extra suffer
ing of black people and not for their
basic suffering. The tragedy with many
black South African theologians and
activists is that in a situation in which
racism isstill rampant and promises to
be more so as the struggle hots up they
have dumped black consciousness in
favour of the more attractive and fash
ionable orthodox marxian paradigm.
They believe that it is more adequate
in dealing with both racism and
capitalism inspite of the absence of
evidence supporting that claim. These
groups can learn from the American
experience that these two paradigms
complement each other and be more
open in their dialogue with fellow
theologians of the former persuasion.

Black Theology also deals at length
as it is evident in the writings of the
period around the 1976 Soweto upris
ings, with the experience of suffering
and death both within the Exodus
journey as well as in Christology as the
major fountain head of the Christian
faith. Since 1976 the cross continues to
hang heavily over black South Africa.
Institutional resistance (sin) which

violently confronts all followers of the
radical prophets and Jesus the black
Messiah in the Exodus of black people.
results in inconceivable suffering and
genocidal killing of our people all over
our country. Their suffering through
heinous forms of torture. shootings
and callous rape of our school children
is related to the suffering of Jesus and
his death at the hands of the state that
acted in the name of the economically.
politically and religiously powerful.
As early as 1974 the endless killing of
so many young people before their
time. let alone the invisible internal
bleeding of millions of our people as a
result of economic and psychological
torture. already constituted a crucial
theological problem for M Buthelezi.
Dying in the path of a radical discip
leship was made even more of a prob
lem because there was then no visible
convincing sign that the wall of apart
heid was cracking. Instead it was
toughening and thickening day by day.
making it imperative for theology to
descend deeper and deeper into the
dark mysteries of the suffering and
death of Jesus in search for the pre
sence of God and his promises for our
people. Black theology cannot but can·
tinue to search for the christological
meaning of their suffering and death
because their innocent blood con
tinues to scream to God for justice like
the blood of Abel. Within the South
African valley of death of innocent
black children who try to do God's will
by following in the footsteps of Jesus
the Messiah. Black Theology is bound
to stand with both feet. It will have to
seriously explore in this overshadow·
ing atmosphere of death and despair a
new and meaningful way of under
standing and articulating the faith of a
resurrection that denies death a word
of finality in the world. Black Theol
ogy owes this to the black departed.



living and unborn whose history is
characterized by death and the
absence of God. The power of resurrec
tion which is produced from the tomb
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of Jesus is desperately needed to break
the umbilical cord of racist oppression
that ties black people to the South Afri
can inferno.
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Two insights may provide a useful
starting point for an attempt to develop
a vision of the future of black theology.
Both of these are inscribed in Marx's
celebrated political text: The Eight
eenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.
The one insight concerns the discur
sive weapons of struggle that activists
in oppositional struggles invoke; and
the other involves the qualitative dif
ferences that Marx observes between
bourgeois and proletarian revolutions.
About the first he writes:

"Men (sic) make their history, but they
do not make it just as they please; they
do not make it under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under cir
cumstances directly found, given and
transmitted from the past. The tradition
of all the dead generations weighs like a
nightmare on the brain of the living.

And just when they seem engaged in
revolutionising themselves and things,
in creating something entirely new, pre
cisely in such epochs of revolutionary
crisis they anxiously conjure up the
spirits of the past to their service and
borrow from them names, battle slogans
and costumes in order to present the
new scene of world history in this time·
honoured disgUise and this borrowed
language.....

The awakening of the dead in those

revolutions therefore served the pur
pose of glorifying new struggles, not of
parodying the old; of magnifying the
given tasks in imagination, not of taking
flight from their solution in reality; of
finding once more the spirit of revolu
tion, not of making its ghost walk
again .....

Earlier revolutions required world
historical recollections in order to drug
themselves concerning their own con
tent. In order to arrive at its content, the
revolution of the nineteenth century
must let the dead bury the dead. There
the phrase went beyond the content:
here the content goes beyond the phrase.'

Concerning the second insight Marx
asserts;

"Bourgeois revolutions, like those of the
eighteenth century, storm more swiftly
from success to success; their dramatic
effects outdo each other; men and things
seem set in sparkling briJIiants; ecstasy
is the everyday spirit: but they are short
lived; soon they have attained their ze
nith, and a long depression lays hold of
society before it learns soberly to assimi
late the results of its storm and stress
period. Proletarian revolutions, on the
other hand, like those of the nineteenth
century, criticize themselves consis
tently, interrupt themselves continually
in their own course, come back to the
apparently accomplished in order to

I. MIr~ Ind Engell. Selected Warh.ln One Volume. l.IWnln<:e .nd Wilh.rt. London. 11168. pp 96·98.
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begin it afresh, decide with unmerciful
thoroughness the inadequacies. weak·
nesses and paltriness of their first
attempts, seem 10 throw down their
adversary only in order that he may
draw new strength from the earth and
rise again more gigantic before them .."I

In America and South Africa. black
theologians have done both of these
two things. They have appealed to
their history and culture for tools of
self-defense and struggle. By doing
this they have affirmed the signifi
cance of Cayraud Wilmore's assertion
that "the first source of black theology
is the black community itself".' Simi
larly, albeit thinly and unsystemati
cally, they have faced the question
which J Ngubane poses as the chal.
lenge of black theology: "... is it more
comprehensive, concerned not only
with oppressive societal issues, but
also with cultural and philosophical
issues?"

Black theologians have taken their
cue from the past traditions of struggle
in order to stage a revolution in the
present. The value of this has been to
maintain a historical perspective with
out which present struggles retain a
falal blindspot. The concern remains,
however, whether in this appropria
tion of history and culture the "phrase
goes beyond the content or the content
beyond the phrase".

But thai is precisely the reason for
this conference of Azanians and Afri
can Americans. We are here to criticise
and interrupt ourselves; to return to
our apparent successes in order to start
again. We are gathered here to allow
ourselves an unmerciful self-criticism
on our weaknesses and the paltriness
of our first attempts. And even more

fundamentally, we are here to remind
ourselves that our adversary has fallen
down only in order that he/she may
draw new strength and rise again more
gigantic than before. The recent-re
emergence in South Africa of white
liberalism under the guise of "left
progressivism" is a case in point.

Thus a consideration of the future
prospects of black theology implies an
appraisal of its projective, critical and
appropriative functions.~ This is
necessary if black theology is not to
degenerate into a theological fad. It is
better to start again. in the spirit of
Marx's second insight, than to pass
quickly from one contentless revolu
tion to another. Black theologians
must make clear the nature of the so
ciety they struggle for. It is inadequate
to get by their "projective" responsibil
ity by uncritically adopting the
abstract values of western liberal
democracy, like justice, peace. recon
ciliation, etcetera. Also. if black
theologians are not to fall prey to the
oppressive aspects of the dominant
capitalist cultural discourses, they
need autonomous "critical" appara
tuses. This is especially indispensable
in areas such as biblical hermeneutics.
The reason is that·here, in particular,
theologians have been captive to the
hermeneutical and exegetical assump
tions of white theology.s In addition.
the question of how black theologians
"appropriate" received religious and
cultural traditions is of vital impor
tance. The future of black theology is
as much dependent on its ability 10
create new practices as to utilize
received discourses.

Assuming the validity of these
points I have just made. four areas of

2. Ibid.. p 99.
3. G WlImon!. BIKA RIIU,lon .nd BlacA R.dic.lism. Orb,s Books. M.ryknoll. 1983. p 23S.
4. II MOSIII .nd II Tllllpill [lids,. Thll Unqlllllllon.bl" RI,hl To 1h f"rH. orois Books. M.ryknoll. \986. p S9.
S. T Eaglelon. W.II~ 1hn~mlnOr Tow.rdsA Nevolllllon.ry Crificism. VllrsO. London. 1981. p 113.
I. II MOSoIII••nd B Tllllplll. Gp. ci•.. pp 17Sfl.
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concern immediatey suggest them
selves as requiring urgent critical
activity.

1. Definitions
In the early days of black theology, the
definitional task was taken very seri
ously. Black theology was defined as
reflection on the black experience in
the light of the "Word of God". Later
this definition was qualified, espe
cially in South Africa. by explaining
that blackness here did not refer to the
colour of the skin.' Since then, there
has been a shift in emphasis from
definitions to the formulations of con
tent and form within black theology.

Clearly, this shift to the actual
"doing" of black theology is to be wel
comed. Mokgethi Motlhabi is certainly
correct in insisting on the need for
"stage two" of black theology."
Nevertheless, an enormous price will
be, and is being paid, consequent upon
a complete abandonment of the defini
tional task. In order to appreciate this.
let us look again at the implications of
the definition of black theology in
South Africa.

The initial definition of black theol
ogy implied that only black people
could do black theology. In fact, in the
early days there was no question that
this was unequivocally the case. At
this point the black theological project
was still inseparably tied to the black
revolt against the totality of the white
world. Neither black nor white people
had any doubt about the nature of this
revolt. However, as black theology
sought accommodation within the dis
cursive terrain controlled by the
beneficiaries of the white world, prob-

lems arose. In the domain of academic
activity where the ideology of liberal
ism provides the controlling
metaphors, black theology needed to
readjust in order to be accommodated.
This was particularly serious in South
Africa where the white world is really
white. Liberal theologians had been
grieved, while emerging black theolo
gians, the latter being invariably the
products of the former. were contra
dicted. by the demands of the black
revolt and its consequences for black
theology. Was it not the case that white
liberal theologians had helped to
create the mood. at least discursively,
that led to the rise of black theology?
But of course, as Mafeje argues, they
did not understand the principle of the
negation of the negation.' And so black
theologians came to their rescue; they
qualified blackness to include those
white people who are supposedly
black in thinking. Since then black
theology has had nothing but trouble
in South Africa. with white people vir
tually silencing it in favour of Latin
American liberation theology. This
debate needs to be aggressively revi
sited. What for instance is the differ
ence between contextual theology and
black theology in South Africa? Is
there an ideological-cultural explana
tion of white "progressive" theolo
gians' predilection for Latin American
liberation theology?IO

But of course there was a fundamen
tal weakness in black theology which
made the onslaught on it possible.
This weakness has to do with our fai
lure to do "internal", critical defini
tional work. If in the beginning it was
clear that white people could not do

7. A~k. FIr-tJwttll 10 Innoccltlce. Ru.n Press.lohlnnesbul'l. 1971. p 21.
I. In I J M05.III.n'd BTlh-a"le. op. cit.. p XII.
I. A Mlfele. -The Problem 01 AnlhmpolOllY In Histo,icol Perspeclive' An Inquiry InlO Ihe Crowlh of the Soclll Sciences'".

c.n~lln /Durn.1 01 Afrlcon Studies. \0. no. 2. 19'6. P J\9.
10. The K.lms Oocumenr••i1ence on black peopl••nd On the IheolOllIcel discourses of bllCk PMIple. n.mely. BlICk Theol.

OIlY Ind A/,Icon theolOllY. should be viewed in this light.
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black theology, did it follow, though,
that all black people could do black
theology? Was it correct to be so loose
in our definition of the black theologi
cal practice as to imply that it
amounted to any theology done by any
group of black people? The need to
tighten up the theoretical and ideolog
ical screws in this area canol be over
emphasised. This applies equally to
the U.s.A. and South African situa
tions.

I argue for an ongoing concern for
the definitional task of black theology
for two reasons. First, because this task
is inseparable from the equally impor
tant responsibility to "do" black theol·
ogy. The function of naming reality is
an integral part of the process of creat
ing that reality. We name and rename
as we execute the production of the
black theological discourses. And this
terrain is not an ideologically neutaral
one. The very existence of black theol
ogy bears witness to the fact that the
definitional function of theological
practice is a site of fierce class, gender
and cultural struggles.

Second, and tied up with the first
reason, the definitional task is crucial
to the ongoing practice of black theol
ogy because of the present historical
conjuncture: the era of monopoly
capitalism. This is the period of
capitalist development when the
"commodity form" extends its influ
ence to all aspects of human life. It is
the period of the Universal Market. In
this period all discourses, status quo
oriented ones as well as oppositional
ones, are vulnerable to co-optations by
the "commodity form". Thus in this
conjuncture the question of the "im
ages of struggle" always calls to mind
its dialectical counterpart, the "strug-

gle for images".l1 In the area of black
theology this issue is of pivotal signifi
cance. For here, as anywhere, Marx's
words ring true that "In every epoch
the ruling ideas are the ideas of the rul
ing c1ass".1Z What needs to be added,
though, is that in no epoch are the rul
ing ideas uncontested. The discursive
sphere of society is as much an arena of
struggle as the non-discursive sphere.

The danger, however, of "neo
young-Hegelianism" must be avoided.
The definitional task, and the struggle
for images which goes with it, is not a
matter of abstract rearrangement of
furniture. On the contrary, genuine
Iiberative definitional work requires
concrete involvement in actual histor
ical struggles. This task should not be
seen as an alternative to "fighting in
the streets or in the mountains".U
Rather, it is an integral part of the same
process.

1 must underline this point of the
unity of theory and practice. For
indeed that is what the "definitional
task" is in fact about. Presently, this
task defines the nature of the crisis of
black politics as was illustrated by the
Tottenham uprisings in England and
the KCT/Cross Roads fiasco in South
Africa recently. For as Stuart Hall so
poignantly articulated in relation to
the Tottenham problem:

"Keeping faith with the people who, in
the teeth of relentless oppression, spon
taneously resist, is alright on the night.
But it is not enough when the next day
dawns, since all it means is that, sooner
or later, the front line troops, with their
superior weapons and sophisticated re
sponses, will corner some of our young
people on some dark night along one of
these walkways and take their revenge
on TOllenham"."
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The ongoing task of defining black
theology. therefore, must not be sepa·
rated from the continuing production
process of the black theological dis
courses of liberation. Cornel West's
Prophesy Deliverance, T Mofokeng's
The Crucified among the Crossbearers.
james Cone's For My People, and the
Azanian production. The Unquestion
able Right To Be Free. should all afford
us a moment to pause and ask, what
after sixteen years do we mean by
Black Theology?

2. Black Feminist Theology
The area of black feminist theology
presents one of the biggest challenges
to black theologians. This. not because
there is any doubt as to its importance.
On the contrary, precisely because, as
is commonly held in revolutionary cir
cles. the measure of the success of any
liberation struggle is the extent of the
liberation of women in that struggle.

Even more importantly. the problem
of the "struggle between struggles"
makes the question of a black feminist
theology exceedingly urgent. The ten
dency by some struggles to want to
subsume other struggles under their
aegis is a characteristic feature of "dis
course imperialism" under monopoly
capitalism. The experience of women
and blacks in supposedly socialist
organizations is salutary in this regard.

Thus not only is an autonomous
black feminist theological discourse a
necessity of the objective and subjec
tive conditions of black women's
struggle, but it is also a condition of the
successful execution of the black
liberation struggle. Without such an
autonomous discourse of struggle
black theology is dangerously !run
cated.

In this area, a sharing of resources
between Azanians and African Ameri
cans could help correctlhe deficit and

drag black theology out of a backward
ness which only reinforces white cul
tural hegemony. A moratorium on
other areas of black theological study
and production may not be out of place
at this time. This is particularly sig
nificant given the super-exploitability
of black women under conditions of
monopoly capitalism.

3. Melhodological Frameworks and
Racism
So far an area of dependency, and in
many ways neo-colonialism, for black
theology is that of methodological
frameworks. Almost invariably. we
have been independent on the nature
of our theological project but depen
ded on the discursive tools by which
we carried it oul. This was true of the
radical liberal critique of racial
imperialism as well as the recent class
analysis of capitalist society and cul
ture, both of which underscored our
methodological resistance of oppres
sion.

In and of themselves the
methodological and theoretical frame
works borrowed from other social and
histrocial praxes are not wrong. The
dangers do exist. however, of them
becoming the means by which new
forms of cultural and racial
chauvinism and domination may be
inaugurated.

In the contemporary South African
political discourse, for instance. this is
an area in which some black opposi
tional practices have been debilitated
by white theoretical and epistemologi
cal paternalism. White people's priv
ileged "ideological-methodological"
competence in this area has been.
more than anything, the sale legiti
mator of their inclusion in the progres
sive circles. In fact the emergence
recently of an autonomous, politically
legitimating, discourse known as
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"progressiveness" is a function of this
specifically white privileged domain
of methodological competence. or
course, this "competence" is itself the
product of the privileged position of
white people, especially in areas such
as education.

I do not make this point in order to
devalue the contribution of this kind
of injection into the oppositional prac
tices in South Africa. Indeed the
change from liberal democratic and
moral rhetoric to Quasi-socialist ter
minology of struggle in South Arrica
should be credited to this infusion of
"progressive" methodological frame
works into the black struggle in recent
times.

The Question. however, of the ra·
cism of the left which is as evil as the
racism of the right, needs to be addres
sed by black theologians, In this regard
we can learn an enormous amount of
lessons from the feminist movement.
This latter movement has an expe
rience of working within the so-called
progressive organization, IS

4. Black Working Class Culture
The fourth area which black theology
needs to address seriously and con·
cerning which lessons from both sides
of the Atlantic must be drawn is that of
the black working class culture. The
black churches in the U.S.A. and es
pescially the African-Independent
churches in South Africa provide a
wealth of resources in this regard. The
black working class culture represents
the framework within which black
oppressed and exploited peoples
either succumb to or revolt against the
dominant economic, political. bureau
cratic and cultural discourses of their

societies. A systematic and critical
exploration and appropriation of the
black working class culture is indis
pensable in the future development of
black theology. The following ques
tions could provide a starting point in
such a quest:
1, What is the nature of the structure

of black existence that makes possi
ble the super-exploitability of the
black labour-power?

2. What conditions of social life are
necessary in order to ensure the
permanent availability of black
people as an exploitable form of
cheap labour?

3. How are the cultural practices of
the black communities made vul
nerable to exploitation by the
imperialist cultural discourses of
monopoly or settler capitalism (e.g.
Soweto art being displayed over
seas while back home it is militar
ily and culturally repressed; Cosby
show; Mr T., etc.)

4. In what way are black people made
participants in their own oppres
sion through manipulations of
their consciousness as well as by
more overtly repressive
mechanisms, and how can this be
dealt with; and more importantly,
what is the role of the Church,
Christianity, the Bible and some of
the inherited reactionary black cui.
tural-religious traditions?

Conclusion
I would like to end by reiterating what
I think is the fundamental problematic
facing the black Christian religious
wing of the opposition to oppression
and exploitation. It is this. that when

IS. For. helpful.n.lylil." I'il Youn!, -Sod.lill Femini'm .nd the limlll of t.>u.1 Systeml Theo'y", RMliQI Reli,ion.
yoI.V,...,. 1. 1980. plSllm. Specilia ly ~leY.nl to BlICk Iheol"llY here II I.melH (".0",,', neslp.cled d,"Ie, The R/M;i
Chun:h .nd M.n-i.m, In.1l1ule lor Oemoc,.lic Socilli.m. New York. 1930.
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white people first encountered black
people they had the Bible or Christian.
ily and the black people had the land:
the while people and the black people
prayed; after the prayer, the white
people had the land and the black

people the Bible and Christianity.
Now the question is that black people
have chosen to use the Bibleand Chris
tianity to get the land back: but can
they get the land back and keep the
Bible and Christianity?
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The Emergence of Black
Feminist Theology

in South Africa
by Rev Roxanne Jordaan

INTRODUcrlON
When God created the earth, the

human being (male and female) was
created in God's image. God then gave
to both of them dominion over all the
earth. This very fundamental biblical
account of the creation story gives to
the human being a tremendous sense
of power and responsibility. The
power vested in the human being to
rule over all the earth, has embedded
in its very essence the nature of
responsible people. Surely God could
not have filled the earth with all its
beauty and splendour without realiz
ing that it would take responsible
people to exercise this authority in
order to maintain the grandeur of crea
tion, without becoming self·centred
and selfish, oppressive and exploita
tive. At the moment of creation, we are
supposed to be crowned with this re
sponsible oversight.

However, because of some irrespon
sible act in the garden of Eden, author
ity has been usurped and for greed and
disobedience the human race has a
history of fighting and wars, all
clamouring for power, one over and
against the other. People are taken cap
tive by others, reduced to slaves, ser
vants, dumped in prison cells and left
to be forgotten. People's land is taken
away from them, and they are forced to

work as labourers on their own land.
More often than not the very people,
also commissioned by God to have
dominion over all the earth. do not
have enough strength in their starved
bodies to wipe away a filthy fly from
their parched lips, God then appeared
in human flesh to restore to theoppres
sed people a hope for liberation, in the
form of Jesus Christ to set us free. God
made us to be human beings and to live
accordingly and to have life abun
dantly. Being Black. this seems like a
part of creation not intended for us
because: For more than 300 years now,
Black people in South Africa have
been brutally forced to live as aliens in
their own land. Their land was stolen
from them, and they were subjugated
to become slaves under a master on
their own land. This "master" class of
whites also brought along with them a
religion, named Christianity, for what
they taught and lived was not the
Christianity of a Christ who had come
to set the captives free, but rather of
one who said to Black people to be sub
missive to their bosses and indoctrina
ting them to believe that they are
inferior beings, reducing them to
nothingness. Thank God we've never
allowed ourselves to be reduced to
nothingness. Rather, a theology speak
ing to the situation and lives of the
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oppressed and exploited. giving real
concrete hope was born - Black Theol
ogy.

Being Black is synonymous to being
oppressed and exploited. It means to
earn less than what is humanly suffi
cient to eat. to be housed, to be
schooled properly.

It is to see desolation all around you.
but not to give up hope. It is to expe
rience total unbelief in the face of army
rines and caspirs. but not to be
silenced by fear. and to keep on believ
ing.1t is to smell the stench of injustice
from the armpits of mineworkers, do
mestic workers, factory workers, to
walk along the roadside, making your
way through heaps of faeces and
forests of flies and not to have your
guts wrenched from your body by
nausea, but still to feel clean.

It is to be faced by a board stating
whites only toa beautiful park. and not
to feel your humanness diminished.

It is to be thrown into prison for say
ing that you cannot stand under the
authority of an unjust system, and
being prepared to be imprisoned with
out ever standing trial.

It is being employed in backbreaking
low-paid jobs, or to have no job but
still having the inborn desire to work.

It is to see a pregnant woman, a four
year old child killed in cold blood by S
A riot police, shots ripping their
bodies apart, but not giving up the
fight.

It is to be restricted in your move
ments, your speech, but still to have
the freedom to sing the Lord's song.

It is to be uprooted from your dwel
ling place and to be placed in tempor
ary tents, have your family wiped out
by the cold of the night and the fumes
from heat generating appliances, but
still have the will to live.

It is Being..... Black.... Living.
This is the generally accepted idea

of our oppressions as Black people.
Added to this atrocious way of life, is
the position of the oppressed and
exploited woman in her own com
munity. Now both Black and white
woman suffer from a denial of inde
pendence and dignity, but no white
woman knows the augmented ten
sions of racial oppression. And so
Black women in have an added burden
of the effects of oppression and exploi
tation. Black women are the lowest
paid work force in S A.1t is known that
in boom times they are hired at low
wages, and fired during necessary
periods. They form 70% of the
unemployed community. They have
to cook, wash, clean in their own
homes after a hard day's work. (Those
who are lucky to have Jobs.) They form
60% of the church members. but are
labelled as weaker. subordinate. and
non-thinking people by their own
men. They can raise the funds, but are
not allowed to determine how the
funds will be spent.

With the rise of political violence.
more women have been raped by
troops in the township than ever
before. There are times when the
women would fight side by side with
their men in street wars against the
army, but would have no say in the
decision making body of the liberatory
struggle. Black women have to leave
suckling babies behind to try to find
work in a big city. often eventually
becoming prostitutes.

The very beginnings of humankind
are challenged when living in the face
of these demoralizing. dehumanising
conditions. It takes a superhuman
being to survive. These dehumanizing
situations are totally out of line with
God's intention as at creation. For
dominion over all the earth was given
to both male and female. with no
spedficcolour attached to it. God used
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Moses to deliver the people of Israel.
but it was his mother who had the
strength to disobey Pharoah's orders
and save the life of her child, and even
tually the house of Israel. The whole
Moses' story gives to the oppressed a
renewed vision for liberation.

It may be that Jesus chose men to be
disciples. very representative of the
way in which the patriarchy was
designed. and from what jobs the men
were doing. But. God so designed the
body of the woman that it would bear
Christ. the liberator. Mary was not
only concerned about her spiritual
being only, but also about the social.
political and economic well-being of
her people. (Lk. 1: 46 - 55). The
greatest event in the lives of God's
people was performed through an
agent - the women. Despite this (and I
single Mary out) in the rise of Black
Theology, the feminist aspect of libera
tion was not initially considered.

Any form of liberation which does
not address itself to the emancipation
of the whole person should be seri
ously challenged for misrepresenting
the concept of liberation. For no per
son can be free when part of that which
gives you your humanity is in chains.
A part of the wholeness of black
womanness is also caught up in Black
Theology, and more specifically,
Black Feminist Theology.

(When the women marched to Pre
toria in 1956 most of them were Chris
tians.) There needs to be some theolog
ical reflection on the doldrums of so
ciety in which Black women find
themselves. Therefore Black Feminist
Theology has to be an integral part of
Black Theology.

Our personal experience of God in
our oppressed situations has given rise
to the inevitable acceptance that God
is on the side of the oppressed, the
downtrodden, the poor, and God acts

violently against those who perform
degrading acts of oppression. God
allowed the Red Sea to close up upon
the military force of Pharoah. Now
whether we believe that the sea
opened up and then closed or not, is
not the issue. What is important is that
those troops were washed away. I do
not want to contend that God will vio
lently wash away our male oppressors,
but because male domination over
female submission is not God ordain
ed, the position has to be rectified, and
reconciliation together with repen
tance, between Black male and female
takes place in a just fashion, each rec
ognizing the one is not the enemy of
other, but rather focussing on the real
enemy. It has to be accepted that Black
women suffer the worst oppression
and exploitation. God is no neutral
God. God is a God of the poor. (Is
65: 17ff. and Lk 1 : 46ff).1t could then
be claimed that Black Women have a
greater claim to God's compassion.
This might be so, but Black women
have come to identify the real enemy,
and are committed to struggle for jus
tice and peace, and are prepared to
accept that God gave dominion overall
the earth to the human being: both man
and woman.

Black Feminist Theology in S A has
only just begun, although it was writ
ten on the table long before people
consciously got together to articulate
and develop Black Feminist Theology.
With the Birth of the I C T in 1982,
Black Feminist Theology got off the
ground. An exciting new era was
evolving in our communities. As the
tension, crisis erupted in this country,
more women were taking up positions
as equals with the men on the battle
field, at the drawing table (if and when
there was time to sit down, for things
were happening at an damning rate).
But back home they still became the
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slaves in their own homes. Black
Women started getting together, and
added to the general thrust of Black
theology. Black Feminist Theology,
not as counter-movement, but asa part
of Black Theology.

Black men, at a Black Ecumencical
Consultation held at Koinonia, Botha's
Hill in 1985 laughed at the cries of
anger and distress of Black Feminist
Theologians. Nobody laughs at jokes
about blacks. The cries of anger were
real. The disappointment of realizing
the insensitivity of other oppressed
people was sad. but not disheartening,
for a Black women never loses heart
we cannot afford to. I remember when
I was a student at the Federal Theolog
ical Seminary (supposed to be the
most progressive and Black orientated
theological school in S A) some men
students would not participate in
Communion at the Lord's table when
served by me, or my friend and col
league, Muriel Burrows. To add insult
to injury, when my husband and I
decided that we would like to have a
baby and my tummy started pushing
out, many of those who had originally
received the bread and wine from me,
refused to accept the communion.

As the political crisis heightened,
the awareness of lotalliberalion grew,
and women became more intensely
aware of their position in the church
and church related organizations, and
thai our destiny as black women
would nol be determined by our posi
tion as the worst off in the struggle. but
by how much we were prepared 10
fight a war for total liberation.

Jesus says in Luke 4:18-19
The spirit of the Lord is upon me.
because he has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor.
He has senl me to proclaim release
to the captives

..
and recovery of sight to the blind.
to set at liberty those who are
oppressed,
to proclaim the acceptable year of
the Lord.

'From our own experience we know
that the poor. the captives. the blind,
the oppressed refer to both male and
female.

Jesus died for all of us as he iden·
tified himself with those who did not
support the Roman Emperor. Jesus
was t1!surrected for us. or else we
would have no reason to live and/or
die for justice.

The Black Feminist Theologians in
South Africa are not all highly qual
ified or trained pastors. Black Feminist
Theology is preached in the Nyanga
bush in Cape Town, in the streets of
Sowelo. in the shacks of Veeplaas. in
the forced removal tents in Kabah.
Black women in South Africa are
involved at grassroot level in the
development of a Theology from both
their intellectual capacity as well as
their inner strength from their gut feel
ings.

for this reason we find that Black
Feminist Theology does not distan
tiate from lit)eralory political tenden
cies. They all work together. for it is
from the political oppression that
Black Feminist Theology emerged.

Since then. slowly. but surely. and
now in the 80's III theology challenging
the inferior position of Black women
hillS evolved. We are on Ihe way to re
discover our tremendous power as
Black women in S A. Obviously, there
are still many women who have bios·
somed from their germinating period,
but in the liberating moment. and I
have 10 add. in the light of Black
Feminist Theology emerging, the
ground has been tilled and now the
rains _ a fight for total freedom - shall
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pour down and beat life into its once
dominant receptors, heralding in a
new wave of awareness from the
shackles of our oppressed beings.

Black Feminist Theology (B.F.T.)
does· not intend to disqualify oppres
sed men from the saving grace of Jesus
Christ, but rather to instil in them a
commitment to view the struggle for
liberation in a holistic way. All of the
oppressed has to be set free in order to
accept that the struggle is a just strug
gle.

We now have the Bible, the oppres
sors have the land. Such a reversal of
roles is not desireable, for now the
oppressor is the better ott. It was from
the soil of Africa that we were called
into a community with God. Now we
have no soil of our own. Even the
wealth of the soil in the homelands is
controlled from Pretoria.

Both men and women were affected
by this reversal. Men were forced to
leave their homes 10 go cities and find
better jobs, and poverty became a way

of life. Women took control over the
whole household and ran the affairs of
the family. It was only when money
ran out altogether or there was sick
ness in the home that wives travelled
to their husbands in the cities for help,
and so the visit of a wife at the work
place of the husband became a symbol
of misfortune.

Nothing much has been written
about those brave women, but books
upon books have been written depict
ing the struggle for survival of the men.

Black women today still know what
it is like to nurse those injured in
streets where the struggle for libera
tion continues - what it is like to care
for children not their own.

To cry at the graves of some
unknown comrade not having person
ally known the person, but having
known the spirit of person.

To form support groups for victims
of the system. They are laying the
foundation of a theology that makes
God relevant - a Black Feminist Theol
ogy.
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The Politics ofCompassion
JNelson-PsI/meyer
Maryknoll. Orbis. 1986. 132 pp. $8.95

Ne)son-Pallmeyer's book is a passionate caU to his fellow North American Christ
ians to become compassionate people who are moved by the unacceptable surfer
ing conditions in which Latin Americans find themselves. This compassionate
crying out against the pain and suffering of our fellow human beings is, in his
view. a necessary precondition if Christians in the North are going to do something
to change the unjust world into 8 humane one. This American writer was con
verted to this new standpoint through his exposure to, participation. and contact
with Bible study groups commonly known as "base communities".

Reading lhe Scriptures from the standpoint of the poor, Nelson-Pallmeyer was
persuaded that the rich Christians of the North could understand the Bible cor
rectly only when they allow themselves to be taught by the poor. This will also
lead to the understanding of history, economics, and theology. from the vaintage
point of the poor (pp 1-4).

The book comprises of six chapters. In chapter 1, the author examines the prob
lem of death of human compassion. the hardedness of human heart against wide
spread hunger. poverty and oppression. He believes that this is the consequence
of the inauthentic Christian faith which refuses to honestly confront the agony of
the human situation by asking: what kind of God is in charge of such an unjust
world? Those who confront that situation soon realise that the biblical God is
essentially a compassionate God who identifies the Godhood with the suffering
humanity in order to overcome suffering. Christians too' should become compas
sionate so that God might work through their compassionate actions to overcome
hunger, injustice and exploitation (pp 8-16).

In chapter 2. the author. while discussing liberation theology, laments over the
fact that the gospel has been misused and so distorted as to become a principal ob
stacle towards compassion. justice. peace and a major contributor towards world
hunger and economic injustice. He believes that theology should be liberated from
its complicity with injustice so that it could be re-established as a potent force for
personal and social compassion and change. This function is fulfilled by libera
tion theology which emerges out of Christian passion for social change. as Christ
ians seek to be faithful to the liberating message of Christ. For it is believed. in lib
eration circles. that the unjust relationships between the rich and poor. between
the oppressor and the oppressed. and the distorted economics that underpin
them. have profound and destructive material and spiritual consequences. thus
calling into question the efficacy of the Christian faith. Therefore. for the sake of
the integrity of our faith Christians are invited by liberation theology to become
creators not of perfect socieUes or perfect economic systems hoping thereby to
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fuJly reaJjse God's kingdom on earth. Rather the objective is a modest one: to make
lile and economic systems more just, more compassionate and more hopeful (p 34).

In chapters 3, 4 and 5, the author analyses in greater details and depth the root
causes of world hunger, by focussing on Latin American which best illustrates the
exploitation of the poor by the rich, the South by the North. He concludes the dis
cussion by calling for a profound moral and spiritual conversion which alone
could overcome human oppression by their fellow humans.

In chapter 6 the author returns to the theme of hope and compassion. He notes
that the Christian faith is essentially one of hope; yet it has been misused to sup
port life-destroying economic and military policies. Against this distortion Nel
son-Pallmeyer invites Christians to confront the pain and suffering of their fellow
humans. thus confronting those difficulties as people who are imbued with Chris
tian hope. But this hope should be accompanied by actions that seek to transform
the unacceptable unjust material relationships. Further, Christians are called
upon to balance their seriousness of purpose with humour, realising that they are
not responsible for saving the world, even as they participate in God's salvific
works which seek to transform our world into a humane and just one. It is a hope
that is tempered by the realism of the cross.

This book is a profound statement on the Christian faith, a faith that is unwilling
to accept defeat in the face of persistant sin, both individual and social. I recom
mend it highly for those who are struggling to find ways and means to embody a
bold faith that wills to be active in both love and compassion as that faith seeks to
transform our world for the better.

Prof 5 A Maimela, Department of Systematic Theology, University of South
Africa, Preloria.

Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr and the Soulhern Christian Leadership
Conference
by DavidJGarrow
William Morrow & Co., Inc. 1986 800 pp $19.95

This book may be called a leadership biography of Martin Luther King, Jr, as head
of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). It is also the story of the
American Civil Rights Movement (CRMJ and the role subsequently played in it by
the SCLC. The author leads us through the campaigns of this movement, from the
lime King was introduced to it through the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 to the
Memphis march and King's assassination in this southern city in 1968. The suc
cessful highlights of the CRM come forth as the desegregation of buses in
Montgomery. Alabama, and later in other southern cities; the desegregation of the
southern interstate public transportation system; the integration of lunch counters
and other public facilities: the passing of the civil rights acl and later of the voting
rights act by the U.S. Federal government; and the concessions for the integration
of public housing in Chicago.

King's role in all this is depicted as one of a prophet who gradually comes to
view his leadership responsibility as a vocation to bear the cross -that is. to suffer
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with and for the deprived black community as well as for his convictions. Hence
the title of the book. He later comes to adopt non-violence asa weapon for bringing
about change and the extension of rights to blacks - still referred to as Negroes or
the Colored people. In his moments of fear for his life because of numerous threats
to it, King would turn to God in prayer, until one day an intense spiritual expe
rience at his home helped him do away completely with his fear and self-doubt.
This experience becomes his strength and inspiration in his leadership until
almost the time of his death.

King's convictions on non-violence, the book shows, were not an automatic
occurrance for him but evolved through time. From his original emphasis of the
love ethic as the spirit behind protest against racial discrimination. he was in time
introduced to the writings of Ghandi -even visiting India -through friends. Even
tually he adopted not only the spirit but also the language of non-violence. While
originally distinguishing between non-violence and pacifism. in later years he
seemed more comfortable than previously to refer to himself freely as a pacifist. He
clung to the end to his conviction on non-violence as the only method likely to
bring about conversion to White America, although he more and more expe
rienced frustration as a result of White intransigence. This frustration became
more intense with the rise of the black power movement.

The origin of the black power movement was a disturbing factor in King's life
and his strong belief in the power of non-violence. He mostly thought that the
name of the movement was unfortunate because of its connotations of violence
and nationalism. He would be more comfortable with the term black conscious
ness. He was not against power as such but against the misuse of power. Indeed.
he was convinced that blacks needed some form of power - call it love power - to
assert their human dignity and ensure the restoration of their God-given and man
usurped rights. Thus he believed in power that could be used positively to bring
about justice. and at the same time decried any negative use of power fortheenjoy
ment of privilege at the expense of others. Though highly critical of black power.
King tried to keep his public reaction to it within bounds.

Although the author spells out King's opposition to black power in no uncertain
terms. no attempt is made to sum up this ideology as it is'Jayed down by its propo
nents to give perspective to King's objections. Only passing mention is made of
King's encounters with black power stalwarts like Stokely Carmichael, Rap Brown
and other proponents. Nor is King's position discussed in the context of the chang
ing black mood at this time. represented by black power itself and by the views of
nationalist black leaders like Malcolm X, King's arch opponent. Certainly this
would have been more informative than treating King and the CRM in isolation.
Significant reference is made only to almost like-minded organisations like the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). the
National Urban League (NUL). Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). and others.
with their well-known leaders like Roy Wilkins. Whitney Young, James Farmer.
etc. We also learn of King's association with prominent black American figures
known to South Africans such as former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations,
Andy Young, and 1980 black presidential candidate Jesse Jackson.

The book draws significantly from FBI files. It describes how the FBI kept King
under a microscope and how they continuously tried to scare him out of the CRM
by various threats of exposure. McCarthyisttaclics were used in leaking informa-
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tion to the press charging King with keeping bad company: two of his closest
advisors were former communists. At some stage he engaged in a media duet with
FBI director J Edgar Hoover, bU1Jater found it advantageous to adopt reconciliat
ory tactics.

Throughout the book, especially in the latter part. the author is concerned to
draw the human side of King to the surface and to show that he was nol a saint.
Depending chiefly on FBI file and records based on wire·tapped information, he
discusses King's extramarital relations.

These portray King as a "women-man" who was very popular with women and
often sought consolation from family and organisational problems in special
women friends. Garrow has come under severe criticism for this in certain circles
of American life. Several quotations from some of King's associates in his post
cript seem calculated to justify inclusion of this aspect of King's life in the book.
They serve to demythologise the legendary King and to give a semblence of objec
tivity in the treatment of King.

A strong advocate of integration and originally very optimistic about White
America's capacity to change. MLK increasingly became very pessimistic about
the good intentions of Whites. At first he believed that most American Whites sup
ported black rights, wanted a better deal for them, and hence supported the CRM.
Toward the end of his life, however. he became increasingly despondent and more
than once repeated statements such as: "Most While Americans are more
interested in law and order (stability) than in justice". Such statements. rather
than those expressing his original optimism, abound in the latter part of his life
and struggle for justice, as portrayed by Garrow. At this time he also stressed the
need for economic justice and advocated some form of democratic socialism
rather than only civil rights and capitalism of the privileged. He also became an
outspoken critic of the war in Vietnam, amidst continuing threats of exposure of
his personal life by FBI chief. Hoover. King saw the honor given to him in winning
the Nobel Peace Prize as imposing on him an extra burden and responsibility in
the struggle for justice and peace. Somehow he expected himself to die a violent
death and often referred to this in conversations with his close friends.

This book is a straight-forward narrative of the events de6cribed. It is meant
more as a historical documentary of these events than as an attempt to interpret or
evaluate them. In this sense it is a valuable and detailed source of information for
those who wish to learn more about King and the CRM. In spite of its size and
detail, however, some important information 'is often glided over without neces
sary elaboration and occasionally discussion trends seem to be interrupted by new
paragraphs not necessarily connected to the preceding thought. This does not
detract from the value of the book as a whole, which is certainly worth reading and
very informative.

It would have been helpful to the student of King if the author had dwelt a little
more on King's intellectual grounding of his views on non-violence and the black
struggle. This could have been done by briefly discussing some of King's books
and important speeches which try to explain "where he is coming from". What the
author does is only to announce each new book in progress, but makes little
attempt to discuss the theoretical content. This represents a shortcoming for the
book to those who are interested in understanding the theoretical basis of King's
practice in the CRM.
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From the ethical point of view. the book raises at least one key question because

of the use of FBI sources in its research. Is it moral, and, therefore, permissible. to
use for research purposes information obtained through immoral means such as
wiretapping and general invasion of individual privacy? Surely the book could
have been very much the same without this source. The author had access to a rich
source of information from King's family and close associates. Some of them were
privy to most of the information confirmed by the FBI files. Should a South Afri
can researcher, for instance, approach the security police for privileged informa
tion on individuals' private lives obtained illegally and immorally through eaves
dropping, coercion, and often blackmail? This is a question one cannot resist in
reading Garrow and one cannot avoid a feeling of complicity. after reading the
book, in benefiting from information obtained in this manner.

Dr Mokgelhi Mot/habi

The Humanistic Christology of Paul
Segundo,] L
Vol III. Maryknoll: Orbis; and London: Sheed and Ward. 1986. 244 pp. $14.95.

This book constitutes Volume III of a five-volume series which Segundo is pub
lishing under the general theme: Jesus ofNazareth Yesterday and Today. Volume
I entitled Faith and Ideologies and Volume 2 entitled The Historical Jesus of the
synoptics have been renewed in MissionaJja 13:2 (August 1985), 15.2 (August
1987) respectively.

The Humanist Christology of Paul is a thought provoking exegetical and
theological work in which Segundo explores in great detail key theological con
cepts of Paul's Christo logy such as sin and death, law and faith, Adam and Christ.
Christ's victory over sin and death and the new life of the'Christian flowing out of
that victory. Segundo ably and perceptively shows the significance as well as the
impact that these theological concepts have on human life today. In Segundo's
view these theological themes provides us with an anthropological key by which
the dynamics of political drama which is being played out in history and human
society could better be understood and humanized in the light of the gospel.

The book comprises of nine chapters and all appendix. In chapters 1-2,
Segundo, with deep insight. points out how sin is a power that enslaves all people
through the political and religious mechanisms in society, deforming human
beings and promoting injustice and dehumanizing relationships. Chaplers 3-4 are
devoted to the dialectic between law and faith, law stands for a dead-end road in
our relation to God while Faith stands for human acceptance of God's gratuitous
gift of grace. Abraham exemplifies this human acceptance of God's gratuitous gift
and is thus declared just before God. Segundo defines faith "as a way of being
human, as something that moves the human being from infantile timidity to
maturity, from action based on pelly calculation to action performed in a gratui
tous and creative manner (p 69)". He concludes by noting that there should be no
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contradiction between faith and works because "only faith makes possible a
human way of working" {Ibid}.

In chapters 5-8 Segundo discusses the victory thai Christ has won over sin and
death. a victory that aims at the radicallransformation of human beings and their
condition, thus ushering in the healing of broken humanity and justice in society.
Thus the thrust of the gospel is towards the "humanization of the human being.
with its struggle towards maturity and creativity" (p 119). as God and God's col
laborators work jointly 10 "build up God's Kingdom".

Prof 5 A MaimeJa. Department of Systematic Theology. University of South
Africa
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Book Notes

Education in Mission/Mission in Education
A critical comparative study of selected approaches
by Dr Bongani Mazibuko
Publisher: Verlag Peter Lang. Frankfurt. New York. Berne. October 1987. 400 pp
Price about R60

in this volume Dr Mazibuko advocates a comprehensive concept of ministry
which believes that effective mission belongs to the whole people of God, not just
to a chosen few within the Church. Therefore the concern in theolClgical ed ucation
is to enable all people. men and women. ordained and lay. to perform their varied
ministries. Where 'cultural power' hinders this interplay, power has to be met by
power. Therefore the 'cultural power' in oral culture has to be recognised, released
and articulated. It has to be seen as different from but equal to the formal powerof
received educational structures.
Published under the series:
Studies in the Intercultural History of Christianity
which has as general editors: Richard Friedli (Fribourgl:
Walter Hollenweger (Birmingham) and Theo Sundermeier (Heidelberg)

Biblical Hermeneulics and Black Theology in South Africa
by Dr Itumeleng Mosa/a
Publisher: W Eerdmans, Grand rapids. Chicago (Fall/July. 1988.)

This study seeks to investigate the use of the Bible in black theology in South
Africa. It begins by judging the extent to which black theology's use of the Bible
represents a clear theoretical break with white western theology.

The use of concepts like "the Word of God". "the Universality of the Gospel".
"the particu larity of the Gospel", "oppression and oppressors" and "the God of the
Oppressed" in black theology, reveals a captivity to the ideological assumptions
of white theology. It is argued that this captivity accounts for the current political
impotence of black theology as a cultural weapon of struggle, especially in relation
to the black working class struggle for liberation. Thus while it has been effective
in fashioning a vision of liberation and providing a trenchant critique of white
theology, it lacks the theoretical wherewithal 10 appropriate the Bible in a
genuinely liberative way. This weakness is illustrated with a critical appraisal of
the biblical hermeneutics of especially two of the most outstanding and outspoken
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black theological activists in South Africa. Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Dr
Allan Boesak.

The fundamental weakness of the biblical hermeneutics of black theology is
attributed to the social class position and commitments of black theologians.
Occupying and committed to a petit bourgeois position within the racist capitalist
social formation of South Africa, they share the idealist theoretical framework
dominant in this class.

Thus in order for black theology to become an effective weapon of struggle for
the majority of the oppressed black people. it must be rooted in the working class
history and culture of these people. Such a base in the experiences of the oppres
sed necessitates the use of a materialist method that analyses the concrete strug
gles of human beings in black history and culture to produce and reproduce their
lives within definite historical and material conditions.

The book undertakes such an analysis of the black struggle and of the struggles
of biblical communities. For this purpose a materialist analysis of the texts of
Micah and Luke 1 and 2 is undertaken. This is followed by an outline of a black
biblical hermeneutical appropriation of the texts. It is concluded that the category
of "struggle" is a fundamental hermeneutical tool in a materialist biblical her
meneutics of liberation. Using this category one can read the Bible backwards.
investigating the questions of which its texts are answers, the problems of which
its discourses are solutions. The point of a biblical hermeneutics of liberation is to
uncover the struggles of which the texts are a product, a record, a site and a
weapon. For black theology, the questions and concepts needed to interrogate the
biblical texts in this way must be sought in the experiences of the most oppressed
and exploited in black history and culture. What form such an exercise may take
is illustrated by a study of the book of Micah and Luke 1 and 2. Two significant
findings follow. The class and ideological contradictions of black history and cul
ture necessitate the emergency of a plurality of black theologies of liberation.
Similar contradictions in the Bible necessiate a plurality of contradictory her
meneutical appropriations of the same texts.


