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"Organised religion is not about to give us access to

the full story of the Bibtle. We have to recover the
Bible through our own efforts to penetrate and unlock
its full resources. The clue to the Bible as a social
ctass resource is the recegnition of an inner affinity
between 1ife struggte in the biblical worid and iife
struggie today. The biblical world only looks placad
when viewed from the composure of an established ciass
perspective. I f we are comfortabie with having
‘arrived’ at a reasonabie end of our lives, bibtltical
communities will appear to us as simifart!ly secure and
'realized’ communities. b f we are . engaged in

tdentifying and overcoming the splits and barriers to
imperfect community, biblical communities may ’'open up’
to us as kindred strugqgle contexts... To a larage
extent, what the Bible is depends cn wha you are”,
N.K. Gottwaid and Anne Wire, (eds), Radical Religion.
Vo!. 11, nos. 2 and 3, (19753, p.3. (italics mine}
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ABSTRACT
This study seeks to investigate the use of the Bible in
black theology in South Africa. 't 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 lika "the wWord of God", "the
Universality of the Gospel', "the particularity of the
Gospel", "oppression and oppressors' and "the God of the
Oppressed"” in black tneology, reveals a captivity to the
ideological assumptions of white theology. It is argued

P

that this captivity accounts ‘for the current pofitical

impotence of black theology as 2 cultural weapon of
strugglie, especially in relation to the black working class
strugglie for liberation. Thus while it has.been eaffective
in fashioning a vision of liberation and providing a
trénchant critique of white _ theotogy, it lacks the
theoreticai wherewi thal to appropriate the Bible in a
genuinely liberative way. This weakness is illustrated in
the thesis with a critical appraisal of the biblical

hermeneutics of especialiy two of the most ocutstanding and
ocutspoken black theoiogical activists in South Africa,

Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Dr Allan Bocesak.

The fundamental weakness of the biblical hermeneutics of
biack theology is attributed to the socia! class position

and commitments of black theologians. Qccupying and
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committed to a petit bdurgeois 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 roofeq in the working cIaSs history and
cuiture of these peopie. Such a base in the experiences of
the oppressed necessitates the use of a materialist methoa
that analyses the concrete st;uggles of human beihgs‘ in
bilack history and culture to produce and reproduce their

fives within definite historical and material conditions.

Thé thesis then undertakes such an analysis of the black
struggle and of the struggles of biblical cohmunities. 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 ﬁibljcal hermeneutical appropriation of
the texts. 1t is concluded that the category of "struggle"
is a fundamental hermeneutical tool 'in a materialist
biblical hermenedtics of liberation. Using this category
one can read the ~Bible backwards, investigating the
questions of which its texfs are answers, the problemsfof
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 interrogatg the biblical texts in this way musj be
souéht 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
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Micah and Luke 1 and 2. Two significant findings follow.
The ¢lass and ideological contradictions of bltack history
and culture necessitate the emergence of a plurality of
black theotogies of l|iberation. Similtar contradictions in
the Bibile necessitate a plurality of contradictory

hermeneutical appropriations of'the same texts.
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INTRODUCT I ON

Background

Black theology in South Africa first emerged in the context
of the Black Conscicusness Movement in the late 19603s and
early 1970s. It came into being as a cultural toos of
struggle propounded by young black South Africans who were
influenced by the philosophy of black consciousness. The
immediate target of black theology was the christian church
and especially christian theology. The point of contention
was the perceived acquiescence of the c¢christian c¢hurch and
theology in the oppression and exploitation of black people.

Black theologians argued, with justification, that not only

was the church relatively silent on the question of
oppression, but that the thoroughly western and white
outiook of its theology hetlped to reproduce the basic
inequalities of an apartheid society. Conseguently, black

christian activists emphasised the need for a black theotogy

of liberation.

The tasks of this theoiogy were to be measured against the
broad goal! of the national | iberation of black people. Thus
black theocliogians included among their tasks the critical
function of exposing the imposition of the cultural forms of
the dominant classes on the oppressed. The question of
cultural dependency was regarded as being among others, at
the basis of oporession and exploitation. (¢ stood to

reason, thesrefore, that one of the ¢ritical tasks of bilack
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theology would be to workxtowards the cultural auvtonomy of
black people. The creafﬂon and development of black
theology itself, wdu!d also be part of the wider task of
creating autonomous weapons of social and cultural struggie.
The christian churches and especialiy the theological

seminaries were to bte the starting point for this activity

and reflection on black theology. The wider black
community, however, and especially the most oppressed
sections of it, was to be the real! base from which and in
which bfack theology would take root and develop. There was

never any doubt, therefore, that black theolsogy was to be
developed as an instrument of strugglie for the !iberation of
oppreséed and exploited black people in South Africa. It s

now just over fifteen years since black theotlogy first

emerged in South Africa. Many articlies, theses and books
have been written on the subject. Various projects, albeit
few in number, have been undertaken in the name of biack
theology. In short, black theologians have not stopped

working since the task of ¢reating and developing a biack
theology of liberation was first enunciated. In fact, the

task continues and is gaining momentum.

This fiurry of black theologica! activity notwithstanding,

black theology has not yet properly emerged as an autonomous

weapon of struggle. Evidence of this is reflected in its
inabiiity to became a usefui weapcn in the hands of the
oppressed and exploited black people themselves. It has

remained the monopoly of educated bltack chr:zstians and has
often been able to interest white theologians against whose
theology it was suppaosed!ly first developed. It has not been

able to develop organic links with the popular struggles of
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especially the black working class people - these being the

most exploited section of the black community.

In the meantime the oppressed black masses relentiessty

continue their struggle against apartheid and capitalism,

with or without the 1eadershib and cultural-equipment of
btack theoilogy. As can be expected, however, many of the

forms of resistance which the oppressed create for
themselves remain open to co-optation and undérmining by the
dominant classes. The latter are able to co~opt and
undermine the discourses of the oppressed on the grounds of
intellectual and theoretical -superiority. Needless to say
that very often the oppressed are not able to contest this
claimed intellectual and theoretical superiorijity. In the
realm of religious practide this ‘3tate of affairs
underscores the absolute necessity of a theoretically well;
gréunded and culturatly autonomdus black theclogy of

| iberation.

This study, therefore, seeks to address the question of the
need to develop a black theology of liberation which is
capable oOf becoming an effective weapon of struggle for
{ bigck fiberation. rt s argued here that the reas&n for
btack theology's failure among fhe oppressed has to do with
its class and ideological commi tments. This i3 especiatily

"the case with respect to the biblical hermeneutics of black

'theology. It is contested that uniess black theofogians
N

break ideclogically and theoretically with bourgeois
bibltical hermeneutical assumptions, black theology cannot

become an aeffective weapon of struggle for the dlack

oppressed peopile. This study, therefore, undertakes to
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develop a bibilical hermeneutics of liberation for black

theology.

Main issues.

There are two main issues that structure the deveiopment of
thought in this work. Firstly, there is the questioﬁ of the
historical-cﬁltural foundations and links of black theology
and how theselaffeci biack jheology'a biblical hermeneutical
assumptions. This issue is regarded as very important in an
attempt to develop a biblical hermeneutics of liberation.

I}t comes from an understanding that people’s reading of the

Bible is framed by their history and culture. This is true
of white as wpll as black people. Consequently, it is fatal
not to take history and culture into account ‘when
identﬁfying biblical -hermeneutical factors. Latin American

‘liberatibn theology, for instance, has failed just on this

point, bgcause in its theology it presupposes European
history and culture and -not the indigenous Latin American
history and culture. It is for this reason that blacks and
Indians are missing in the Latin Americgn theology of
jiberation. ‘Sim{larly. Western socia! and political
theologies have failed to become instruments of liberative

prax@} because they have been premised on the dominant and

patriarchal class histories and cultures at the expense of

the oppressed and women's hiétories and cultures. Thus the
rise of a feminist theology of liberation is an appropriate
response against this state of affairs. In order to become

a weapon of struggle for the oppressed black people, black

{

ftheology needs to relocate itself within the historical and

’

cultural strugglies of these pecple.



Secondly, btlack theology needs to declare openly where it

stands ideologically and theoretically. it is not enough to
be on the opposition side in societal strugglies. The very
fact that a specifically black theoiogy of liberation was

needed, in spite of the existence of opposition theologies

in traditional christian circles, underscores this point.
In this study it is argued that existential commitments to
the liberation struggltes of the oppressed are inadequate.

This is so because often those who are committed in this way

are still ideologically and theoretically enslaved to the
dominant discourses in the society. fn the case of black
theology. and specifically in respect of the biblical

hermeneutical aspect being dealt with here, this means that

the liberatory power of this thecliogical discourse becomes
Fimited. Even more seriously, often times the ideological
and theoretical ensiavement of black theology to the
biblical hermeneutics >of dominant theologies feads to a

promotion of those theologies rather than black théoiogies.
tt is, therefore, arqued in this study that a ciear
jideological and theoretical break with the dominant
practices and discourses is necessary if a black biblical

hermeneutics of liberation is to emerge.

Method
The historical materialist method which is usuaily

associated with the name of Karl Marx is given priority in
the study undertaken here. This method is chosen in
contrast to the idealist framework that makes the history of

ideas - abstracted from concrete historical and social
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refations - the focus of ita'anaiysis. If btack theology is
to become an effective weapon in the strugglie to critique
and transfbrm present realities, then it needs to employ
analytical concepts that can get to fhe bottom of real

events, relations, structures, etc.

The priority of this method of exposing the fundamental
social relations is held because both in the case of the

Bible and bltack theology there are communities and networks

of relations that must be brought to the fore. Oniy such an
exposure of the underlying material relations\ can throw
light on the probtems «f which the biblical texts are a

solution and enable black theology to become the kind of

critical discourse that is capabie - of contributing
meaningfully to the black iiberation struggle.

't must be recalled, however, that the prdponents and the
forms of historical materialist methods vary. There are
important historical, cultural, racial and gender variations

in the way in which the historical! materialist method i3

used.

of parficular importance in this study, therefore, is the
need to include the cuiturat, racial and gender relations as
part of the material relations that the historical
materialist method wundertakes to -~ analyse. - Thus various
perspectives on the socioiogy of literature, discourse
analyses, empirical sociology, political titerary criticism,

which are associated, among others, with the manner of 3such

scholars as Terry Eagieton, Paul Witlis and Paul Corrigan,



(xiii)

Stuart Hall, Cornel West, Stanley Arcnowitz, E.P. Thompson,

have been employed. On the 3pecifical|y biblical side of
this methodotltogical -approach. maeterialist and sﬁcio]ogica}
methods associated with names like N.K. Gottwalid, R.B.
Coote, M. Chaney, H. Waet jen and others have been used.
This study insists, however, that all of these perspectives

must be tested on the grid of biack history and culture in
order for them to enable the development of a specifically

black biblica! hermeneutics of iiberation.

Structure

The work is divided into three parts and seven chapters plus
a conciusion. The first part is made up of chaptersbone and
two. The second part consists of chapters three to five.
And the third part comprises chapters s{x and seven, plus

the conclusion.

In chapter 1 an attempt is made to show that the
fundamental problem underliying the present impotence of
black theology lies in its hermeneutical captivity to the
ideological assumptions of white theoiogy and western
civiiizatfon. These assumptions are reflected in the

idealist epistemoiaogy characteristic of the white theology

and western culture. The notion that the Bible is the

revealed "Word of God" is an example of an exegetical
framework which is rooted in such an idealist epistemoiogy.
This position is criticised in this study because it {eads
to a false notion af the Bible as non-ideoiogical. The

effect of seeing the Bible as non-ideological is that it

causes political paralysis in the oppreésed people’s reading
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of the Bibie.. in addition, it teaves the privitege of a
political reading of the Bible to the hegemonic sectors of
society who often do not have to explicitiy strain after a
politi;at reading since the texts of the Bibie are
themseives already cast in hegemonic codes. Thus black
theology., by colluding with a dominant epistemoiogical view

of the Bible, has helped to reproduce the status quo, albeit

in contradiction to its own goa's. ft does so not because
of where its own commitments Ilie, but as a result of the
contradictory insertion of its proponents within the
bourgecis social order,‘ thus leading to a failure to

recognise a simifar contradictory nature of the Bible as an

ideoliogical product.

in order to avoid a mechanistic reductionism and determinism
in the view that the contradictory insertion of bilack
theologians in bourgeois society explains the weaknesses in

their theology, the most celebrated and undoubted activists

in the 3atruggle for jiberation, Allan Boesak and ©Desmond
Tutu have been chosen as examples. The biblical
hermenautics of the theology of these two activiats i s

scrutinised thoroughily to highlight the fundamenta! probiem

of a theological discourse whose class basis is ambiguous!y

rooted in the black working class struggles. it is a
discourse which is committed to the goals of these struggies

N

but which draws its weapons of combat from the sociai class
assumptions with which these struggles are in conflict.
This point must be mads emphaticé!!y. sven though it i3 not
automaticaily the case that bitack working class discourses

provide |iberative weapons of struggle. It is rather to say

that bourgeois or ruling class discourses place Ilimits, ab



initio, on the range of possibie liberative weapons of

strugglte that can be derived from them.

It is concluded, therefore, that biblical appropriations and

interpretations are always framed by the socia! and culturat

locations and commitments of those who do them. For black
theology it is argued that the reEeVant base is in the
historical, cultural and ideological struggles of black
people. The contention is that the category of "struggie"
at all levels and through various phases of black history,
should be taken as the key hermeneutical factor. Thus thé

study seeks to probe the nature of ‘the "struggles'" behind
and beneath the text: the struggles in the pages, the lines,
and the vocabulary of the text; the struggles that take

place when readers engage the text by way of reading it, as

wel! as the struggfes that the completed text represents.

Chapter two attempts a critique of the dominant direction
which the new sociofogical approaches to the Bibie are
taking. While welcoming the sociological concern shown by

the proponents of the new‘methods, this study taments the
reproduction in the uyse of these methods . of the same
ideological and cultural assumptions as undergird the
traditional biblical metheods. lt’is argued in- this chapter
that sociological =~ idealism i3 no real improvement on
phiifosophical ideaifsm. The study contends that an approach
to the biblical texts is needed which recognises that they
are the products of definite historical! and social material
conditions. This approach should also take cognisance of

the fact that these texts are productions or signifying

practices that reconstitute the realities of the material
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conditions of which they are products in very specific ways;
Such an awareness wouid circumvent the possibility of the
use of sociological methods becoming no more than a new
scholarly fashion with nothing substantive to contribute.
This is 8so because while the coancern with social systems and
realities which the new method§ bring is welcome, the
failure to effect a theoretical break with the underlying
ideatist framework prevents the creation of new knowledge

through the use of these methods.
L

As in the case of the failure of black theologians to break
theoreticalty with the doﬁinant' approaches, an explanation
of the failure of the biblical scholars to break with
traditional assumptions is necessary. Social scientific
approaches to the Bible seem to have failed to recognise the
ideological character of even the social science methods
themselives. The resuft has been that issLes of ideoiogy,
race, gender, ciass and politics have not been sufficiently
integrated, if raised at alt, in the appiication of these
methods to the Bible. This failure, however, is jtself a
function of the position and commitments of the proponents

of the sociological methods in actua! human struggles today.

Thus the bibfical hermeneutics of a black theology of
liberation cannot be adequately served by a mere shift from

the "humanities" method to a socjiological method in the

study of texts. Rather, it is necessary that fundamental
guestions of ideology, culture, gender, race and politics
should be integral to a liberative methodological approach.

Again it is insisted that a base and an engagement in actua!

contemporary struggles is a necessary, even though not a
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sufficient, condition for a develorment of such a black

biblical hermeneutics of {iberation.

Chapter three of this study represents the beginning of a
long but indispensable process that needs to be followed in
developing a biblicat hermeneutics of {iberation. A
fundamental aspect of the argumént of this work is that '"the
black struggie for iiberation“ (3 a basic bibtical
hermeneutical factor. Thus no formulation of this
hermeneutic cén afford to ignore'the nature and forms of the
black struggle over time and in the contemporary context. A
historical retreat is, therefore, undertaken in this chapter
to trace the trajectory of "struggie" {n black history and
culture from the pre-colonial to the_present‘period. It is

argued that the category of "struggle" provides the lenses

for reading the text in a |iberative fashion as well as the
codes for uniocking the possibilities and |Iimitations of the
biblical texts. What this chapter does i3 to offer the

weapons of struggle for engagiﬁg the text as a cultural
discourse in the process of one’'s participation in the wider
social and historical struggles. The point here is that
bibtical texts do not suddenly become politically supportive

of the black struggle because they are being appropriated

from its perspective. The relevance of the bibie in the
black l{iberation struggle may be as much a negative as it is
often a positive one. To engage a biblical text in the
fight of the black struggle for liberation may be to take

sides in and to connect with kindred struggles that were
being waged in very ancient communities. By doing this,
however, it may be one’'s way of taking sides in and

connecting with contemporary struggles. It 13 for this
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reason that it is {iberating to recognise that not every God
of every bibiical text is on the side of the poor; nor is it

desirable that this shou!ld be s0.

Thus the search for biblical hermenautical weapons of
struggle must take the form, first of ail, of a critical

interrogation of the history, culture and ideologies of the

retaders/appropriators of the biblical texts. in this
process the key category is that of "struggle'". This is so0
because "struggle" is the motive force of human societies.

I'n addition, the danger of a romantic and uncriticai
embracing of one’'s history and culture can be averted by
invoking this notion of "struggqgtle®" to determine the

configuration of forces in black history and cufture.

The value of applying the category of '"struggle" as & tool
for reading black history and culture {ies in the fact that

such application allows for a critical appropriation of the

Bible. In this way a genuine liberation project can be
hoped for. This approach leads to the important
understanding that ‘not all biack hlsforical and cultural
readings of the Bible are liberative. Armed with this
insight, a biblical hermeneutics of liberation for black
theotogy thus clearly presents itself as {iberative neither
because it is black nor on the grounds simply that it s
biblical. Rather.-it is a too! of struggle in the ongoing
human projeét of liberation.

The category of "siruggle" becomes an important
hermeneutical factor not ontly in one’s reading of one’s

history and culture, but also in understanding the history,

nature, ideology, and agenda of the biblical texts .
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Consequentiy, a biblical hermeneﬁtics of liberation, using
the same tool of "struggle'" as was used to interrogate the
4readers' history, culture and ideology, must now address the
question of tne material conditions that constitute the
‘sites of the struggles wHich produced the biblical texts.
Operating with the hypotheses that the-Bible is the product
and the record of historical, cultural, gender, racial! and

social class struggl!es, chapters four and five set out to

interrogate the material and ideological conditions of
production of the texts of Micah and Luke 1 and 2. In the
case of Micah, the conjunctural historical contours which
the text in its hegemonic cast suggests are identified as
falling within the eighth century B.C.E. Luke 1 and 2

presents itself as a story of the events of the early vyears

of the first century C.E. in Palestine. In both cases the

identifiable dominant m&de of material production is the
tributary mode characterised by monarchic poiittical
superstructures. The biblical texts of Micah and Luke 1 and
2 come out of the social-historical situations in which

there was a struggle between those who exacted tribute,
through control of a state machinery as well as through
control of targe latefundia (iarge estates) acquired by the
dispossession of others, and those who t{lled their own f{and
but were reduced‘to bare subsistence by heavy taxes and
rents as well as fhose who were the dispossessed empioyed
labourers, unemployed, petty criminals, bandits and other
lumpen-proletariat. These material conditions, together
with the struggles that they produced and were in turn
produced by, are inscribed in particular ways in the texts

of the Bible. A reading of the Bible that utilises the
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category of "struggle" as & hermeneutical key is able to
plumb the depths and thus to feel the impulse of the
struggle behind and in the text. The struggles that

pfoduced the text and these that are part of the nature of

the text express themselves in terms of certain internal
contradictions. The traditional biblical scholarship saw
these in purely logical and empiricist ways. The quests for
the historicity and authorial integrity aof texts define a

hermeneutical method rooted in contemporary Western ruling
class anxiety about authenticity: this authenticity resolves

itself racially as "purity of the breed" and ideoiogically

as hegemonic "universality". Thus contradictions and
logical inconsistencies in the texts were treated by the
Historical Critical Method of the Bible as evidence of
differeﬁt literary sources or different historical
provenances only. The issue of different sacial class,

culturai and gender sources and provenances which wou[d
raise the important factor.of “struggle” in and beneath the
texts was never seen as a possibility. The reason, of
course is the fact that these questions ot class, culture,
race and gender were not raised in retation to the readers

of the Bible themselves in the first place.

It is argued in chapters four and five that the biblical
texts and products = of contradictory and struggie-ridden

conditions of production. Nevertheless it is also contended

that the finished textual products are, In spite of their
conditions of production, still] cast in hegemonijc codes.
This, therefore, raises the fundamental probiem of how
hermeneutical appropriation of regemonic texts cén be

undertaken by non-hegemonic sectors of contemporary
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societies. Chapters six and seven address this problem. bt
is suggested that a materialist biblical hermeneutic which

the study has been concerned to develop can only be

liberative if it again employs the category of "struggle".
This category must be chosen over against other
hermeneutical possibilities that either uncritically coopt

the texts, to one’'s side of the struggle, or simply collude
with texts in their dominant ideological agendas. The
concept of "struggteV as a tool of hermeneutical
appropriation of texts afiso avoids the escapist option of
textual! selectivism. By textual selectivism is meant an
option that simply rejects as irrelevant parts of the text
that seem unsupportive of one’s cause and accept as the
"Word of God" those parts that appear supportive. The
notion of "struggle" as an instrument of biblfcal
hermeneutical appropriation means that one is appropriating
a text, however nega{jvely. when one engages it critically
on the basis of the quegtions and agenda emanating out of
the history and culture of struggies today. It means being
galvanised by the configuration of historical and social
forces today to identify the nature of and to take sides in
the strugg!es that are signified by the text. This is so¢

whether or not the victorious forces in the struggles of the

biblical texts are antithetical to one’s concerns.  ang
aspirations. Equaf!y, it .means being dialectically
gaivanised by the struggies beneath and in the text to
identify the nature of and take sides in the struggles
taking place today. Chapters six and seven of this study,
in the fight of tﬁe contradictions and gquestions of the

biack struggle, and in_ the light of the struggles of the
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biblical caommunities in Micah and Luke 1 and 2, suggests
ways of appropriating these texts as part of the jiberatian
project of black theology. The form of biblical

hermeneutical appropriation suggested in these chapters is

deliberately oblivious of the notion of “scriptural
authority" which is at the heart of traditional biblical
scholarship. The reason for this is that the fundamental
presupposition of a bibtical hermeneutic being developed

here is not only that the Bible is the product and record of
class, race, gender and cultural struggles, but also that it
is the site and weapbn of such struggles. bThe Bible is the
place where and means whereby many contemporary struggles
are waged. Thus the historjcal, cultural, racial, gender
and social class character of the Bible is recoagnised to be
so central that the need for a theo|ogica} relocation of the
Bible within other sccio-historical and cultural aspects of

human life i3 seen as crucial.

It is hoped that the approach to the biblical texts proposed

in this study will open up greater {iberative possibilities
in the use of the Bible. In paerticutar it is hoped that
black theologians will take biack history and culture
seriously enrough that it will be used more to interrogate
the texts of the Bible. it is proposed that in this

appropriation of bfack history and culture for purposes af
appropriating bibliical texts the category of "struggle™ will
serve as a critical grid. It is necessary to take sides in
the struggles inscribed in bltack history and culture as a
prior step to taking 3ides jn the struggles that produced

the Bible and are signified Iin it.
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CHAPTER 1

THE USE OF THE BIBLE IN BLACK THEOLOGY

introduction

in this chapter the contribution and importance of biack
theology to and in the black struggle for liberation is
presupposed. No attempt will, therefore, be made to
N
catalogue the virtues of this theology. It is, however,
appropriate that among its key contributions is its
insistence on the necessa;y ideological roots of all
gheology. This, bilack theologians have not always
identified in an explicit way. .They have, however, _ exposed
the cultural assumptions of white theology, showing its |ink
with white society and white values. in this way biack
theoiogy has exploded the myth of ratiﬁnal objectivity in
theology. which presumes to preclude culturat and

ideological conditioning.

The cﬁapter will show that black theoiogy does not take its
own criticism of white theology seriously enough. Pt wiltl
show that this is particutfarly the case with regard to the
use of the Bible. The first part of the chapter therefore,
extrapolates features of black theology which represent an
idedlogical captivity to the hermensutical prinéiples of a
theatogy of oppression. Tt owidd ba argued that it is
precisely this siavery to the hermeneutics of White theotogy
which is responsible for the inability of black theology to

become a viable theoretica! weapon of struggle in the hands



of the exploited masses themselves. in this respect it is
appropriate to consider the words of Marx when he writes:

"The weapon of criticism cannot, of course, replace
criticism of the weapon, material force must be
overthrown by material force; but theory also
becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped
the masses. Theory is capable of gripping the
masses as soon as it demonstrates ad hominem, and
it demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it becomes

radical. To be radical is to grasp the root of the
matter. But for man the root is man himself."(1)
Ft is incontestable that aithough black theology has made a

vital contribution to the black struggie,(2) it has not yet,

as a weapon of theory, become the property of the struggling

black masses. To this extent it is a theory that has not
yet become a material force because it has not gripped the
masses. It has served its purpose wel|l as a weapon of
criticism against white theology and white society. That

activity, however, does not replace criticism of the weagon

itself. Elsewhere | have argqued that part of the reason why
bltack theology has not bicome the property of the toiling
masses may lie in the class positions and class commitments

of its proponents. (31}

Black Theology's Exegetical Starting Point

All major black theological studies in South Africa draw in
some way on the work of James Cone. While Cone cannot be
faulted for the omissions of South African black theology,
it is nevertheless necessary to trace the trajectory of the
biblical hermeneutics of biack theology back to its first
and most outstanding exponent in order to see how it has

been uncriticatly reprcduced in South Africa.



Biack theology’'s exegetical starting point expresses itself
in the notion that the Bible is the revealed "Word of God".

The task of a black theologian is to recognise "God’'s Word"

to those who are oppressed and humiliated in this worid.(4)
For Cone the "Word of God", therefore, represents one
structuring pole of the biblical hermeneutics of black

theology, while the black experience constitutes the other.
He summarises biack theology’'s hermeneutical position when
he asserts:

"The Bible is the witness to God's self-discliosure

in Jesus Christ. Thus the black experience
requires that Scripture be a source of Black
Theology. For it was Scripture that enabled slaves
to affirm a view of God that differed radically
from that of the siave masters. The slave masters’
intention was to present a 'Jesus' who would make
the slave obedient and docile. Jesus was supposed
to make black peopie better slaves, that is, faith-
ful servants of white masters. But many blacks

rejected that view of Jesus, not only because it
contradicted their African heritage, but because it
contradicted the witness of Scripture." (53}
Thus the black experience of oppression and exploitation
provides the epistemoiogical lenses for perceiving the God

of the Bible as the God of {iberation. This process,

however, does not alter Cone’'s perception of the nature and

function of the Bible as the "Word of God". Rather,
"Scripture" in its status as the "Word of God", "establishes
limits to white peopie’s use of Jesus Christ as a

confirmation of biack oppression".(8)

Paradoxically, black theology’'s notion of the Bible as the
"Word of God" carries the imptltication that there is such a
thing as a non-ideological appropriation of scripture.

Black theologians condemn white people’s view of God and

Jesus Christ as apolitical and above ideologies on the one



hand, but maintain a view of scripture as an absolute, non-
ideological "Word of God" which can be made ideological onty

by being applied to the situation of oppression, on the

other hand. This position is taken by even the most
theoretically astute of black theologians, Cornel West. He
arques:

"An interpretation of the black historical experience
and the readings of the biblical texts that emerge
out of this experience constitute the raw ingredients
for the second step of black theological reflection.
By trying to understand the plight of black people in
the light of the Bibie, biack theologians claim to
preserve the biblical truth that God sides with the
oppressed and acts on their vpehalf . "(7)

To be fair to West, it must be added that he goes a step
fﬁrther than Cone and other black theologians by not resting
the case at interpreting the black experience in the light
of the Bible, but also the Bible in the light of the black

experience. Nevertheless West, jike Cone, insists that it

is a biblical truth that God sides with the oppressed in
their struggle for liberation. This . is true as far as it
goes. But as any hermeneutics that derives from the
crucible of class strugqle wiil attest, the biblical truth
that God sides with the oppressed is only one of the
biblical truths. The other truth is that the struggle
between Yahweh and Baal is not simply an ideological warfare
taking place in the  minds and hearts of- believers, but a

strugglie between the God of the israelite ifandless peasants
and subdued slfaves, and the God of the lsraelite royatl,
noble, ltanditord and priestly classes. In other words, the
B;ble is rent apart by the antagonistic struggles of the

warring classes of lsraelite society in much the same way



that our |ife is torn asunder by the class, cultural, racial

and gender divisions of our society.

What then is meant by the Bible as the "Word of God"? The

ideological import of such a theological statement is
immense, because the “Word of God" can opresumably (by
definition) not be the object of criticism. Furthermore,

the "Word of God" cannot be critiquecd in the |ight of black

experience or any other. The only appropriate response is

obedience. At best the black experience can be seén in the
light of the "Word of God" but not vice versa. {f the Bibtle
is the "Word of God", therefofe. the implication is that
even the "law and order" God of David and Solomon cannot be
the object of criﬁicism in the light of the black
experience. The biack struggle cannot be hermeneuticailly

connected with the struggles of the oppressed and exploited
lsraelites against the economic and political domination of
the israelite monarchic state which was undergirded by the
ideotogy of the Davidic-Zionist covenant (2 Samue! 7).
Neither can any hermeneutic affinity be established with the
Iand!;ss peasants, exploited workers and destitute
undercliasses that made up the followers of Jesus. One
cannot select one part of the "Word of God" and neglect the

other.

It is clear, that South African biack theologians are not
free from =enslavement to the wider neo~orthodox theologizcal
probliematic which regards the notion of the "Word of God" as
a hermeneutical starting point. S. Dwane displays this

exegetical bondage when he writes:



“...liberation theology as an aspect of Christian
theology cannot piay to the gallery of secular
expectations. it seeks to understand and to
articulate what in the tight of this revelation

in the past, God is doing now for the redemption

of his people. Liberation theology is theocentric
and soundly bibiicai insofar as it points out that
God does not tuxuriate in his eternal bliss, but
reaches out to man and to the world...to say that
liberation theology is not a Gospel of liberation
is to state the obvious. The Gospel, it is true,
is good news for all men. And no theology., Western
or African, has the right to equate itself with the
Gospel. The entire theological enterprise is
concerned with the interpretation of the one Gospel
for all sorts and conditions."(8)

The attempt to ciaim the whole of the Bible in support of
biack theology is misdirected because it ignores the results
of biblical scholarship over the tast century and has its
roots in ruling class ideology. By ruling ciass ideology it
is meant that activity on the part of dominant classes of
society by which they seek to establish hegemonic controt!
over other classes through a rationalising universalisation
of what are in effect sectional class interests. James Jol !
makes this point succinctly:
“The hegemony of a political class meant for Gramsci

that that ciass had succeeded in persuading the other
classes of society to accept its own moratl, political

and cultural values. {f the ruling class is successful
then this will involve the minimum use of force, as was
the case with the successful |ibera! regimes of the

nineteenth century.”(9)

Thus the insistence on the Bible as the "Word of God" must
be seen for what it is: anr ideological manouevre whereby
ruling class interests in the Bibtle are converted into a

faith that transcends social, politica!, raciail, sexual and
economic divisions. In this way the Bible becomes an
ahistorical interclassist document . Sergio Rostagno has

exposed the ideoiogical roots of this line of thinking when



he argues:

“*Historically speaking, the church has always been
a church of the bourgeoisie, even when it claimed
to transcend class barriers or labored under the

illtusion that it pervaded all classes in the same
way . Indeed it has been a truly bourgeois church,
if the notion of interclassism is taken as part of
bourgeois ideology.... The church has been the

church of the class which has identified itself

with the history of the West, in which Christianity
may have been considered to have been & major force.
Oniy those members of the working class who accepted
this view of history attended church. But most of

the working people never accepted this view and onliy
gave the church the kind of formal allegiance subjects
give to the claims of their rulers. They could not
really belong tc the church of another c¢class."(10)

Just as the church has always been the church of the

bourgeoisie, theology and biblical exegesis have always
represented bourgeocis tﬁeological and exegetical interests.
It is, therefore, a tragedy that rebel theologies like black
theoiogy and liberation theolecgy should adopt'uncritically
the biblical hermeneutics of bourgeois theologicali
interests. According to Rostagno bourgeois exegesis shows
the sterility of its ahistoricism in that:

"It claims to consider humanity in certain typical
existential situations which provide anaiogies for

all historicel situations resulting from the human
condition. It deats, therefore, with humanityv,

rather than with workers as they try to wrest from
the dominant class its hold on the means of
production and its hold over the vital spheres of
human 1ife. In this sense, it could be said that
exegesis+was an interclass affair.... This was an
indication that biblical exegesis had been
effectively estranged from the ilabor movement._ "(11)

The belief in the Bibie as the "Word of God" has had simitlar

effects. it is, nro-huymanitv byt anti-black working oclass
and anti-black women . It has, to aill intents and purpseses,
been bourgeois exegesis appltied to the working class

situation. The theoretical tragedy of such a state of



affairs is that claims in that direction have been made with
confidence and pride. Boesak, for instance, states
unashamedliy:

"lp its focus on the poor and the oppressed, the

theology of liberation is not a new theology: it

is simply the proclamation of the age-old gospel,

but now I|iberated from the deadiy hold of the

.mighty and the powerful and made relevant to the

sitvation of the oppressed and the poor."(12)
Black theology needs a new exegeticail starting point if it
is to become a material force capabie of gripping the biack
working class and peasant masses. Such a starting point
needs to be rooted in the kind of epistemology that
underiies the words of Marx and Engelils when they declared:
"The task of history, therefore, once the world beyond the
truth has disappeared, is to establish the truth of this
world".(13) The social, cultural, political and economic
world of the black working class and peasantry constitutes
the only valid hermeneutical starting point for a biack
theology of liberation.

The Problem of Universality and Particularity in Black
Theology

The abstract exegetical! point of departure of black theoiogy

leads inevitably to problems about the validity of the

particularistic character of this theology. lf the "Word of
God" transcends boundaries of culture, class, race, sex,
etc., how can there be a theology that s concerned

primarily with the issueS of a particular race? Conversely,
if black people are right when thevy claim that in their
struggle for liberation Jgsus is on their side, how can the
same Jesus remain the supreme universél disclosure of the

"Word of God"?

’



This simul taneous concern for a cultureliess and
culturebound, ctassiess and ciassbased, racelessdand race-
oriented Jesus manifested itself fairly early in the
devel;pment of black theology. Thus Ggqubuile states:

"Biack Theology is not an attempt to locafize
Christ in the black situation, but to make him
$0 universal that the Red Indian, the Pigmy, the
Maori, the Russian, the Hungarian, the Venda and
the American, may each say: 'This man Jesus is
bone of my bone; he speaks in my own accent of
things that are true to me!’ Viewed in this way
Christianity can never be a white man’'s religion
although it was brought to us by a white ,
missionary. It is natural that any white artist
would portray Jesus as a white man."(14)

This tine of thinking is corroborated by Mgojo who sees
black theology as contextual. By this he seems to
understand that it is the application of universal
theological principles to a particutar sjtuation.

Consequently he traces the development of universal theology
from the Age of Apology through to the period starting in
1720 which he <characterises as the =era of evolving
theological responses to technological society. He then
conciudes:

"In looking at the history of doctrine we can see

in every period, theology developed in response to

challenges from the larger society. This being the

case there is nothing strange in a particular segment

of the Christian community refiecting on the nature

of God in relation to its experience of suffering and

oppression. Hence today there is Black Theotogy.”"(15)
Thus Mgojo’'s understanding of the origins and function of
black theology is rooted in a belief in the fundamental
universality of the gospetl. This understanding stems from a

hermeneutical commitment to the Bibie as the "Word of God".

As a result, he sees the emergence of black theology as a
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logical historical development of Christian theology., not a
rebellion against Christian theology. There is thus no

10

theoretical break with traditional Western theology. indeed -

black theology is simply contextual theology. that is, white
theology in black clothes. bt is little wonder that he
applies the foliowing strictures against James Cone:

“"Cone's understanding of the theological task in

his early work is in conflict with our definition

of theology, in fact it is in direct opposition.

His focus is on the analysis of the black man’'s

condition, ours is on God as revealed in Jesus

Christ and his relationship to the worid and man.

Cone’s approach here couild be classified as

christian sociology rather than christian theology."(16)
This apologetic attitude on the part of black theologians: is
related to their enslavement to traditional biblical
hermeneutics which we discussed above.(17) There are also
forms of colonisation that are connected to this

hermeneutical bondage. In South African black theology the

debate between African and black theologians exemplifies

this crisis of cultural identity. Gqubuie, for instance, in
addressing one of the points of conflict between
Christianity and African reltigion, locates himsel f

unproblematically in a framework that reflects at once a
cultural desertion and a biblical hermeneutical position
based in the dominant Western culture. He argues:

"“There is a widespread belief about the role of the
ancestors. One view is that they are an object of
worship. Another view is that they are inter-
mediaries who, because they know our lot on earth,
are better able to mediate to God on our behalf.
However, for the Christian only the Triune God can
be the object of worships moreover the Christian
Scriptures say: ‘There ‘is one God, and also one
mediator between God and men, Christ Jesus’ (1 Tim.
2:5)."(C18) .



The most explicit and often quoted criticism of African

theology and religion, which feeds on this cultural self-

deprecation, is the one _ made by Manas Buthelezi.
Buthelezi's strictures are rightly directed against
tendencies to reify the African past, especially African
culture. However, the terms of his strictures display an

uneasiness about culture which characterises the conflict
between the universal and the particular in black theology.
He writes:

"There is a danger that the ’'African past’ may be
romanticised and conceived in isolation from the

realities of the present. Yet this ’'past’ seen
as a world view is nothing more than a historical
abstraction of 'what once was'. Rightly or

wrongly, one cannot heip but sense something
panicky about the mood which has set the tenor and
tempo of the current concerns about 'indigenous
theology’'."(19) :

Notwithstanding this rigorousiy anti-abstractionist stance,
Buthelezi proceeds to suggest equally abstractionist
solutions to the problem of indigenous theology in South
Africa:

"The shift from the 'ideolocgicai’ to the "human’
expressions of ecclesiastical kinship solidarity

wili serve as a freeing factor for indigenous
theology. Considerations of esprit de corps will
no longer be a haunting spector for theological
freedom in Africa, since there will be another way

of expressing this kinship soilidarity."(20)

The abstract universalising category of the "human" as
opposed to the concrete particularising concept of the
“African'" helps Buthelezi to maintain ties with what P8
“universal® and, for him, non-ideological, while at the same
time his theology is intended to address the indigenous and,
therefore, ideological situation. It may even be aréued

that for Buthelezi the "human" or ”anthfopologica!“ I8

11



finally given in the "Word of God" which, he asserts,
addresses him within the reality of -his blackness.(21) That
is why in his view black theology is ne more than a

methodoiogical technique of theologising.(22)

Bereft of a theoretical perspective that can iocate both the

Bible and the black experience within appropriate historical

contexts, Buthelezi and other black theologians are unabie
to explode the myth of the inherent universality of the
"Word of God". fn so doing they are surpassed by the
fargely illiterate black working class and poor peasantry
who have defied the canon of scripture, with its ruling

class ideological basis, by appropriating the Bible in their

own way using the biack working class cultural tools
emerging out of their struggle for survival.(23) To be abile

to reopen the canon of scripture in the interests of black

liberation, black theoiogians will need to take the
materialist hermeneutical significance of the black
gxperience much more seriousiy. This study is an attempt to

demonstrate the need for this.

Bltack theologians'’ failure to root biack theology in the

culture of resistance of the oppressed and exploited black

ipeople is a function of their own middle class commitments.

Thus while they oppose the racial exclusiveness of social

privileges and how these are legitimated by the existing

white theology. they are uncritical of thejr own strucstural
links to the societal institutions that produce these
privilieges. The contradictory insertion of black

theologians in the social structure of the South African

12
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capitatist society and its cultural institutions, incliuding

the churches, accounts for the contradictory character of

their theological practice. On the one hand black theology
represents a revoiutionary ~rhetoric against social
discrimination and oppression. On the other hand, it is the

mechanism through which black theologians try to deal with
their identity crisis occasioned by their exciusion from the
privileges of white culture despite their secret admiration
of and class qualification for it. This conflict between a
critique of oppression and a hunger to occupy fnd control
the institutions of power that produce this oppressiaon has
inflected black theologians' choice of biblical

N

hermeneutical toois.

Thus the problem of the tack of a black biblical
hermeneutics of liberation has its roots in the inherent
crisis of the petit bourgecisie of all shades but especially
those of the colonised countries. Amilcar Cabrai diagnoses

the inherent malaise of this class when he declares:

"As | said, regarding culture there are usually no
important modifications at the summit of the
indigenous social pyramid or pyramids (groups with
a hierarchical structurel. Each stratum or class
retains its identity, integrated within the larger
group, but distinct from the identities of other
social categories. By contrast in urban centers
and in urban zones of the interior where the
cotonial power's culturat infiluence is felt, the
problem of identity is more complex. Whereas those
at the base of the sociel pyramid - that is, the
majority of the masses of working peoplie from
different ethnic groups - and those at the top (the
foreign ruling class) keep their identities, those
in the middie range of this pyramid (the native
lower middle class) - culturailly rootiess, .
alienated or more or less assimilated - flounder in
a social and cultural conflict in quest of their
identity."(24)
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Cornel West has raised the same question of the cuftural

crisis of the petit bourgeois class in relation to Latin
American liberation theology. In the case of this theology
the probliem expresses itself in terms of the conspicuous
absence of Bltacks and Indians, or tﬁe issues related to
them, in liberation theology. He suggests that when

Marxists are preoccupied with an analysis that denigrates

the liberating aspects of the culture of oppressed people,
the impiication is that such Marxists share the ethos - not
of the degraded and oppressed minorities - but of the

dominant European culture(féS){5
SN

Thus universal abstract starting points derived presumabdly
from the biblical message will not do for a biblical
hermeneutics of liberation. Bfack theology will have to

rediscover black working class and poor peasant culture in

order to find for itself a materialist hermeneutical
starting point. The particularity of the black struggle in
its different forms and 7 faces must provide the
epistemological lenses with which the Bible can be read.

Only such a position seems to us to represent a theoretical
break with dominant bibliéal hermeneutics. Anything else is

a tinkering with what in fact must be destroyed.

Oppression and Oppressors, Exploitation and Exploiters in
the text of the Bible

The need for a biblical hermeneutics of liberation which is
rocted in the. cultural and poiiticat struggles of the black
oppressed and explioited people is Uunderscored by the
realisation that black theo!égy’s propensity to appeal to

the same ideology as its oppressors in fact represents the
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extent of its slavery. For while the deceptions of the
theology of oppression concerning its basis especially in

the Yahwistic and Jesus movements must be exposed with all
the might that can be mustered, it is equally, if not more
crucial to .recognise the pfesence of the oppressor and
oppression in the text itself. it is fatal to mistake
oppression for liberation and an oppressor for a liberator.
Allan Boesak exemplifies how the black theologians are
hermeneutically ill~equipped for making this identification
when he writes:

"Can the whites succeed? How can they succeed if

the gospel itself rejects everything that white

society attempts to maintain and defend? How can

the whites succeed if the gospel of liberation that

Jesus Christ effects condemns white 'Christianity’'?

Against what paganism does white society struggle if

its 'Christian civilization® can be maintained only by

trampling justice underfoot? This 'Christian

civiliization’ is established on self-centredness,

selfishness, murder, and the theft of the land.

To defend what'| have been describing, you must be

alienated from the gospel ."(26)
Underiying Boesak's ''assertion is the assumption that there
exists a "gospel" that al) social classes, genders. and
races can recognise equally as representing the essential
message of Jesus of Nazareth. This perspective derives from
seeing and regarding the wentire biblical text as encoding,
in an unproblematic way, God’'s message and intention to and
for the world. Once black theology colludes with the text in
its obscuring of the oppressors and oppression and, in its
self-presentation as divine discourse emanating from among
the poor and oppressed, then the way is open for defending

and claiming, as paft of the underclass, the programme of

the dominant classes.
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The impotence of black theology as a weapon 6f' struggle
comes from this useless "sparring" with the ghost of the
oppressor whom Dbiack  theology has already embraced in
his/her (oppressor’'s) most dangerous form, the ideological
form of the text. There. is a real sense in which it does
not matter to oppressors that b)ack theologians attack their
*Christian Civitization" for being estabiished "on
self/centredness, selfishness, murder, and the theft of
land" . it does not matter, as long as be;ofe of after this
onsfaught blécks or oppressed peoples can go and embrace and
own the same processes and their agents in the text as part

of the "Word of God“'or as integral toc that "gospel".

The problem of bitack theology’s biblical hermeneutical
siavery will be illustrated by a further consideration of

the recent publications of two of the most important black
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theological activists in South Africa, Allan Boeshk and

Desmond Tutu.

The issue of social class, race and gender struggles is the
single-most undetected feature of the biblical literature.
It is overlooked even by those theologies that originate
from contexts of fierce strugqles, and that come into being
specifically as weapons of struggle. Amcng these theclogies
is black theology.v fhe problem is illustrated by the manner
in which black theol;gians speak and write of the "biblicai

message" rather than the  biblical messages in the oiural;

the "biblical God" rather than biblicai Gods in the plural,

the "biblical right" rather than biblical rights, again in

the plural.



Consequently, Boesak in ;n attack on the brutalities of
white people on black people, argues without much ado that
despite their manipulation of God and their economic and
military power, white people <cannot escape God’s judgment.
A biblical hermeneut{cian of liberation cannot but ask:

which God? Baal, or EI, or Yahweh; the white God or the

black God?, the male God or the female God? No theology of
struggle can afford, any longer, to fail to recognise the
witness of the biblical texts to the historical fact that

there are many Gods.

Motivated by what is undoubtedly a politically righteous
conviction, Boesak asserts further:

"The right to live in God's world as a human
being is not the sole right of whites that
eventually, through the kindness of whites,

can be extended to 'deserving' (obsequious?)
Biacks as a 'special privilege'. Human dignity
for all is a fundameptal biblical right. Never-
thetess, many whites seem to think that Blacks
live by the grace of whites."(27) "

As a matter of historical, political and ideological fact,

blécks in South Africa do live by "the grace of whites".
Boesak is correct, however, in arguing that there is no
ontological reason why this should be so. Similariy,
nevertheless, the Bible is not an ontoloqical product in
which the human dignity éf alt is ontoloqica!;y inscribed.

In this respect Anthony Mansueto points the way with
unparalleled thearetical precision whan he writecs:

"Existential or religicus ccmmitment to social
revolution will not substitute for scientific
analysis of the valence of a tradition in the
class struggle. (282
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Thus existentialist wuses of the Bible in the struggie for
liberation <cannot be allowed to substitute for | a
theoretically welli~-grounded bibliical hermeneutics 6f
liberation. The reason for this is that while texts that
are against oppressed people may be coopted by the
interlocutors of the liberation sfruggle. the ideological
roots of these texts in oppressive practices mean that the
texts are capable of undergirding the interests of jhe
oppressors even when used by the oppressed. In other words,

oppressive texts cannot be totally tamed or subverted into

fiberative texts.

For this reason a biblical hermeneutician of liberation must
respond, "Yes, but", to Boesak when he writes:
"God acts openly, not secretly. God does this

as a challenge to the powers that be and to the
powerful ones who think that they can manipulate
God’'s justice, or that they can escape God's

judgement. God acts openiy so that the worid may
know that Israei’s God lives ~ ltives for the
people of Israel; that Yahweh is the |iberator of
the oppressed and the warrior who fights for
justice on behalf of the downtrodden. God is not
ashamed to be called 'the God of the oppressed’.
'You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, and
that | have brought you to me’' (Exod.19:4,5). of
course! You have seen!" (29) '

Boesak's argument must be embraced to the extent that it

expresses, albeit inadvertently, something of what Gottwald

describes when bhe argues that Yahwebh is uniike other Gods
because Israel is unlike other social systems; Yahweh
forbids other gods_ because Israel forbids other social
systems; Yahweh is so different from other Gods because

Yahweh is the god of such a different social organisation.
In israel Yahweh acted for and through the people, instead

of for and through kings and dynasties and centralised
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political entities. "Moreover, Yahweh acts for and through '

a whole people acting on their own behalf". Yéhweh brings a
people into 'being because Yahweh is a God of a.peop!e who
bring themselves into being. Yahweh is at once the cause
and the effect of a particular historical choice. Israel in
the premonarchic period createdv a just egalitarian society
because it trusted in Yahweh, and israel trusted in Yahweh

because it had created a just egalitarian society.(30)

To the extent, however, that this existential appropriation
of the bible by Boesak is founded on questionable historical
and theoretical grounds it must be asserted in agreement

with Assmann, contrary to Boesak, that there is a

"need to reject a "fundamentalism of the Left’
composed of short-circuits: attempts to

transplant biblical paradigms and situations

into our worild without understanding their

historical circumstances. It is equally false

to state that the whole bibiical framework, with

its infinite variety of paradigms and situations,

is an adequate basis for establishing a satisfactory
complex dialectics of hermeneutical principles”. (311

In a recenf study Gottwald has driven home the point that

Assmann is making with an even more poignant clarity. He

says of liberation theologians, among whom biack theologians -

‘are included,

" _..while invoking biblical symbols of liberation,
liberation theologians seldom push those biblical
symbois all the way back to their socio-historic
foundations, so that we can grasp concretely the
inner-biblical strands of oppression and liberation
in all their stark multiplicity and contradictory
interactions. ... A thinness of social structural
analysis and a thinness of biblical analysis
combine to give many expressions of |iberation
theology the look of devotional or polemical
tracts. ... The picking and choosing of biblical
resources may not carry sufficient structural
analysis of biblical societies to make a proper



comparison with the present possible. Likewise,

those most oriented to biblical grounding for
liberation theology may lack knowledge or interest

in the history of sociai forms and ideas from

biblical times to the present, so that unstructurai
understanding of the Bible may simply reinforce and
confirm unstructural understanding of the present."(32)

The fundamental objection that is beinag raised in this
thesis against the biglical hermeneutics of black theology
is that not only does it suffer from an “unstructural
understanding of the Bible" but, both as a consequence and
as a reason, it also suffers from an "unstructural
understanding" of the black experience and struggle. In
pcint of fact black theologians fail in what Eagleton hsas

called the threefold tasks of a revolutionary cuttural

worker . According to Eaglietan a revolutionary cultural
worker must, first, participate in the production of works
and evénts, thereby intending those effects commensurate
with the wvictory of soci;!}sm. Second, a cultural worker
mus t function as a critic, exposing the rhetoricaf

structures of works and combating whatever deceptions are
intended through them. Third, a cultural worker mus t
interpret works and events “"against the grain'". Presumably
Eagleton seeks, by making this Jatter point, to remind us
that the appropriation of works and events is always a

contradictory process embodying in some form a "struggle".

This "struggle", it -is argued in _ this study, is é key
category in developing a biblical hermeneutics of
liberation. The "struggle” is, depending on the class

forces involved, either to harmonise the contradictions
inherent in the works and events or to highiight them with a
view to allowing social class choices in their

appropriation. in brief, therefore, Eagleton summarises the
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tasks of a cultural worker as "projective, polemical and

appropriafive“.(33)

The interrelatedness of the tasks of a revolutionary
cultural worker can hardly be overstressed. There _is no
doubt that black theology . is 'projective’ and
'appropriative’, albeit vgguely and loosely, }n its use of
the Bible. I* is certainly not polemfcal. in the sense of
being critical, in its biblical hermeneutics. Ratﬁer.

themes from the Exodus, prophetic and Jesus traditions are

lifted and appropriated in the service of a fiberation
project. The rhetorical structures that inhere in and
circumscribe those themes and that have an inbuilt

proclivity to produce politically wundesirable effects are
uncritically enlisted on,theA side of the struggle for the
libération of the oppressed. Oppression and 6ppressors.
exploitation and exploiters in the text of the Bibie remain

completely undetected. Nothing of course <could be more

subversive of the struggle for liberation than the enl{s\ing
of the oppressors and exploiters as comrades in arms.

Eaglieton identifies this danger with enviable precision in
his analysis of Samuel Richardson’'s work entitled Clarissa.
Eagteton comments on Clarissa’s forgiveness of her
aristocratic rapigt. a forgiveness symbélising a victory
that takes the form of a spiritual submission of which the
rapist himself is incapable; he writes:

"If the bourgeosie are to attain spiritual hegemany
avef the squifearchy, this i8 ap essential inversion:
you must net fight the class enemy with his ewn
weapons, and the fact that the bourgecisie are in
practice indistinguishable from their superiors on

this score counts heavily against them. Clarissa's
forgiveness of Lovelace thue reflects something of
the bourgeoisie’s impulse to make peace with the
traditional ruling class: it also of course




frustrates it, since, given her death, no actual
alliance will epsue." (34}

The most glaring example of this fighting of the class enemy

with his own weapons is exhibited in Boesak’'s appropriation

of the text in Genesis 4:1-16. The story is about Cain and
Abel, the sons of Adam and Eve. It is about the conflict
between them which led to the killing Pf Abe ! by Cain.
Boesak’'s reading of this story is in complete ideological
collusion with the text and its rhetorﬁca! intenyions: to
legitimate the process of fand expropriation by the ruling
classes of David's monarchy from the vililage peasants in the
hilt country of Paléstine in the 10th century B.C.E. Boesak
maintains that Cain shirked his responsibility over his
brother: "Cain rejects this human responsibility in the most
abominable manner: he murders hjis brother" . (356) According

to Boesak the punishment tnat the story tells us God decreed

for Cain was justified. Cain had to be ruptured from the
fand. But what is more he had to be made a wanderer, a
vagabond, in the world. The hermeneutical conclusion - is

then drawn:

"What does that mean for us? ! think the story

meant to tell us that oppressors shal! have no

place on God's earth. Oppressors have no home.

Oppressors do not belong to., are not at home in

God’'s objectives for this world. They have gone

out of bounds. They have removed themselves from

the world. Cain did not only break his relation-

ship to the tand, but also his reiationship to

God." (361
Kgakgamatso! Mohloclo! isimanga! What a miracle! Africans
would say.' The story of the oppressed has been stolen by

the oppressors and is being used as an ideoclogical weapon
against the oppressed in subsegquent histories. The point is

that there is no historical basis in this period of I[srael’s
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history to support the argument that the oppressors were
made homeless, wanderers and vagabonds. Neither is there
anyJ historical evidence in any previous or subsequent epochs
to support the assertion that oppressors can be made
homeiess, even by the death of the oppressed. On the
contrary, there is ampile evidence to suggest that the
Davidic monarchy, which forms the historical backdrop of the

J-story we encounter in Genesis 4, inaugurated a reifentless

procegs.of land dispossession of the viliage peasants in
lsrael . (37) 'What the story as it stands now seeks to do is
to validate this landlessness of the viilage peasants on the
ground -~ hardiy conv?ncing - that their harvest was not an

acceptable offering to the Lord.
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On this issue of an acceptable or a non-acceptable offering
to the Lord, a critical biblical hermeneutics of liberation
would have immediately thought of the question of tribute

exaction by the ruling classes of the israelite monarchy
ffom the village peasants. This perspective would have
raised the question of the <class struggle in monarchic
lsrael and how its reality is signified in a discursive

ideclogical textual practice such as Genesis 4 represents.

There is also evidence that village peasants often resisted
encroachments on their nahaiahs - their inherited or family
lands (2 Kgs.21). Whiie no indications of their victories

exist in the texts of the Bible., except in the New Testament
(Matt.21:33f¢f), it is reasonabie to believe that the death
of Abe!l may stand for one such victory. But of course the

text comes to us from the hands of the ruling'class and thus



one could hardly expect a textual celebration of that death.

The class and ideological commitménfs of Genesis 4 are
unequivocal . This factor, however, is not immediately
obvious to the reader. ft requires a reading that issues
out of .a firm grounding in the strugglie for liberation, as
well as a basis in critical theoretical perspectives which

can expose the deep structures of a text.

Desmond Tutu is even more deeply steeped in the traditional
bibtical hermeneutics. As in the case of Boesak, he also
fails to identify the oppressor in the text. At a memorial

service for Steve Biko, the leader and founder member of the

Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa, he |likened the
sacrifice that Biko had made of his life to that of Jesus
of Nazareth. The liberative hermeneutical significance of

that connection is not in questionf Having done - that,
however, he then proceéded to collude with the oppressors in
the Bible by describingvAJesus,. like other black and
liberation theolbgians would do, in terms of Isaiah 61:1-7.

He ignored the_class basis of the text, as it now stands, in

roya] ruling class ideology (the Hebrew term masiah, is
thoroughly royal)d. This is 80 notwithstanding the
liberatfve aspects ‘of the text. For although the text
appeals to a tradition of tiberation that probably goes back
many ceniuries, it ;s now framed by the interests of a
formerly Zion-based elite. This group of former ruling

class people is now displaced from Jerusalem; it is in exile
in Babyion where an ideology of return - not liberation - is
being hammered out on the basis of oid liberation traditions

of Israel and the political and ideotogical interests of a
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former Zion-based ruling class: “"To appoint unto them that
mourn in Zion - to give unto them beauty instead of ashes,
the oi! of joy  for mourning, the garment of praise for the

spirit of heaviness: that they may be glorified. And they
shall build the old wastes, they shall raise up the former
desolations, and they shall repair the waste cities, the

desolation of many generations."(38)

Surely it is the liberation - if one may speak of it as that
- of the exilied elites which this text has in mind. It is
their restoration to the luxuries and privileges of Zion
that the text is prédicting. If this text had in mind the
oppressed and expioited. peasants and underclasses of
monarchic lsrae! their vision of the future would have been
different. It would certainly not have been symbolised by
the possession of {uxury itéms such -as oil, mantie cf
praise, buildings and cities. Rather, it would have been

the repossession of land, tools, contro! of their labour for

productive use, and their securitvy (Micah 4:3b-4; 1 Samuel

8:11-22).

Of course the real difficuilty about criticising Tutu's

biblical hermeneutics here is that one i3 assuming that he

shares one's ideological uneasiness about ruling class
values. The reason for this assumpticn comes from the fact
that he speaks of |liberation as the goal of his theology.
It is, however, difficult cometimes te maintain the

assumption in the face of assertions such as this one:

"My dear Brothers, you are being prepared for

one of the most wonderful moments in your life -
when you will be ordained priests. This means

that you wili have a special share in the one roval
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priesthood of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ,
the true High Priest of our faith who ever lives
to make intercession for us. ..." (39)

The basic question which arises here is, which side of the

class struggle in the social history of the biblical
communities do we connect with hermeneutically when, {ike
Tutu, we describe our vision in terms of a share in the
roval priesthood of our Lord (i.e. our ideological landed

nobility)?

In atl fairness to Tutu, Boesak and black theologians in
general, it is not their personal intentions that are in
question here. The problem is basically one of
"contradiction”. It has to do with the difficuit area of
the interface between personal existential commitments and
structurat-ideoclogicail locations as well as frameworks of
" political activity. It is not enough to be existentially

committed to the struggtles of the oppressed and exploited
people. One has to also etffect a theoretical break with the
assumptions and perspectives of the dominant discourse of a
stratified society. Thus unliess the nature ot this
contradiction at the heart of Boesak and Tufu's theologies

is identified and dealt with adequately the effect of black

theology will be no more than what West describes in
relation to the Black Amer ican scene in the 1660s . He
writes:

"The working poor and underciass watched as the
'new’' black middle cltass visibly arappled with
its identity, sociai position and radicai poiiticai

rhetoric. For the most part, the black underclass
continued to hustle, rebel when appropriate, get
high and listen to romantic proletarian iove songs

produced by Detroit’s Motown; they remained
perplexed at their idolization by the ’'new’ biack
middle class which they sometimes envied. The black
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working poor persisted in its weekly church
attendance, strugglied to make ends meet and waited
to see what the beneficial results would be after
all the bourgeois 'hoopla’' was over. In short, the
black nationalist moment, despite its powerful and
progressive critique of American cultural
imperialism, was principally the activity of black
petit bourgeois seif-justification upon reaching an
anxiety-ridden middle-class status in racist
American society”".(490)

Gottwald offers some way out of the diiemma that black and

other liberation theologians find themselves in terms of
gleaning liberation themes and perspectives from biblical
texts. He writes ih relation, specifically, to feminist

‘biblical hermeneutics:

“Instead of straining after possible 'feminine’
elements in the overwheiming masculine deity of
lsrael, women and men who care about the future
of feminism in our religious communities should
be examining the techno-environmental and socio-
political conditions of ancient Israef to see
what parameters actually existed for a feminist
movement and to assess the extent to which
lsraelite women benefitted or lost from the
transition between ejitist hierarchical Canaan
and a generally much more egalitarian inter-
tribal lsrael. A careful calculus of these
gains and iosses will ultimately be of far

more significance to the contemporary religious
feminist movement than attempts to make ancient
Israelite religion look more feminist than it

actually was. ... For feminists who wish to
keep in continuity with their religious
heritage, | believe it is sufficient to assert

that contemporary feminism in church and

synagogue is a logical and necessary extension

of the social egalitarian principle of eariy

lsrael, which itself did not exhibit any

appreciable independent feminist consciousness

or praxis." (41)
Clearly, however, black theologians are correct in detecting
glimpses of liberation and of a determinate social movement
galvanised by a powerful religious ideology in the biblical
text. it is not the existence of this which is in question.

Rather, the probiem being addressed here is one of

developing an adeguate hermeneutical framework which can
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rescue those |iberative themes from the biblical text. This
task will not be successfully performed by a denial of
oppressive structures which frame what |iberative themes the

texts encode. The need for such a framework can be seen from
the use of even a semiological approach to texts.
Describing how this approach underscores the urgency of

materialist readings Michael Clevenot states:

"But the reading that is interested oniy in the

' meaning is idealist, believing in the innocence

-and transparency of the text. The exchange is
gqoverned here by the general equivalent - just
as on the economic ltevel, fascinated by the
signifier 'gold’, workers are unabie to see the
real process of production; and just as on the
political level, fascinated and intimidated by
power and its signifiers such as king and Caesar,
the subjects find the established order natural.
So on the ideological tevel, fascinated by a
'gqod’ or the 'truth’ and by the false evidence
of the signified (the meaning of the text),
people read with the eyes of faith and 'good
sense’ _ " (423

It is this manner of reading the bibiical text as an
innocent and transparent container of a message or messages
that has caused black and !iberation theoicgians not to be

aware of or more correctiy, to appropriate as otherwise, the

presence and significance of oppression and oppressors,

exploitation and exploiters in the signified practices that

the bibiical texts really are. In reading a bibiical text
it is possible to decide its message in any number of
reference-codes. One couid either read the text in terms of

the code in which its message has been coded, thus coliluding

e SERSRRIECRE

with it. Stuart Hatl callis this the dominant or heaemonic
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code of a _text. According to him there are at least three

other codes within which the messages of a text or discourse

can be decoded. (i) The professional code attempts to



communicate messages which are already signified in a
hegemonic manner. Whereas this code has a refative
autonomy, it nonetheless operates within the hegemo;y of the
dominant code. As Hall aptiy puts the matter:

"Indeed, it serves to reproduce the dominant
definitions precisely by bracketing the hegemonic p
qualiity, and operating with professional codings
...1t may even be said that the professional
codes serve to reproduce hegemonic definitions
specifically by not overtly biasing their
operations in their direction: ideological
reproduction therefore takes place here inad-
vertent!y, unconsciously, 'behind men’s backs'.
Of course, conflicts, contradictions and even
'misunderstandings’ regularly take place between
the dominant and the professional significations
and their signifying agencies.” (43)

(ii) The negotiated code: this position combines within
itself adaptive and oppositional elements. It takes
N ]

dominant codes as a starting point while it ailows itself "a

more negotiated appliication to 'local conditions’' . "(44)
Hall succinctly captures its essence when he says that they
%, ..operate through what we might call particuiar

or situated logics: and these logics arise from
their differential and unequal relation to power . "(45)

(iii) The oppositional code is another means by which a
message may be decoded. This particutar framework while
understanding perfectly- the preferred code inherent in a

text or discourse may choose to read such a text or
discourse in a contrary and often alternative framework.

"This is the case of the viewer who |istens to a debate on

the need to fimit wages, but who ‘'reads’ every menticn of
the 'nationa! interest’' as 'class interest’'." (46)

The effort, in the iater chapters of this study to develop a

materialist black biblical hermeneutics of liberation, takes
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its cue from an understanding of the existence of these
various ways of reading a text. The next chapter, however,
attempts a critique of the recent sociological approaches to

the Bibie which have not taken seriously the materialist

framework of analysis. To this we must now turn.
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CHAPTER 2

SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC APPROACHES TO THE B!BLE; ONE STEP FORWARD
JWO STEPS BACK??

Modern c¢criticism was born of a struggle against
the absolutist state; uniess its future is now
defined as a struggle against the bourgeocis
state, it might have no future at alit’. (1)

Introduction

The rise of modern biblical criticism in the 18th and 19th

centuries was an inextricable opart of a new emerging
capitalist world in the West. This world was socially and
politically pitted against an older historically
disappearing feudal wor!d. . Thus the emergence of modern

biblical criticism was never simply an isolated mentai act.

It was a manifestation and a self-conscious response to a
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historical and social movement, the rise of the bourgeois.

society. Looked at in this way biblical criticism can
justifiably occupy its space within modern criticism in
general and thus be included in Terry Eagleton’'s statement

that "modern criticism was born of a struggle against the

absolutist state'. Few biblical scholars who are aware of
the links between forms of consciousness and forms of social
and culturat in#titutions will deny Eagleton’'s
identification of the circumstances of the origin of
biblicat criticism. Mansuyeto corrobharates Eagleton’s

contention when he states that:

“The roots of both historical criticism and the
sociological tradition can be traced to the crisis
of 19th century liberalism. The tremendous
development of the productive forces unleashed by



modern industry, and in particular steam power, and
the great revolutions of the later eighteenth and
the nineteenth century undermined the older,

ideological theories of social tife~-e.g. natural
law doctrines--and sparked a wave of historical
studies and theoretical investigations struggling

"to come to terms with the diversity of human
social existence, the dynamics of social change,
conflict and integration: i.e. with the new worid
of bourgeois society, and its manifest difference
from the old world of the ancien regime®“. (2)

The present era of the modern worid, which may well be the

last phase of this modern worid and the womb in which is

developing the "new warid", is witnessing the emergence of
new biblical critical methods. A new criticism has begun to
operate that. expresses itself in various ways. In this

chapter we propose to examine that form of new criticism

which is referred to as Sociological or Social Scientific
approaches to the Bibile. Eagletoh's warning that "unless
modern criticism ig now defined as a struggle against the
bourgeois state, it might have no future at ali" will be

seen here as an appropriate grid for an assessment of these
social scientific approaches to the Bible. in fact the
title of this dhapter already betrays the judgment we

propose to offer.

Social! Scientific Methods: Their Usefulness

Wilson has warned that the use of social scientific
approaches in bitlical studies is still in its infancy. It
is, therefore, too scon to predict the influence that these
methods will have. (3). It is not unreasonable, however, in
the tight of what has been produced in alsomewhat systematic
manner for about a decade now, to seek to judge whether
there is a future for bibiical criticism which is nbt simptly

a new reiteration of a past. giblical Criticism cannot
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afford to <continue to engage its energies, uselessly,
against the kind of absolutist state whose material
conditions have been virtually eroded. If it chooses to do
so, it does so in defen#e, of thg bourgeois status quo in
conjunction With which it came into being in. the first
place. in that case, however, the boundary betwéen it as
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,criticism, and 'ideofogx, the latter being the glue that’

welds existing social relations together, will be

precariously thin.

There can be no doubt that the present deliberate and

sometimes systematic application of sociological insights to
the Bible has brought about a new atmosphere in biblical
criticism. There is a new climate of freedom from what

Gottwald has termed the distinctly individualising tendency
of- the humanities, a perspective reinforced and compticated
Ly the attachment of 'biblical scholars first to monarchic
and aristocratic class .interests and then to bourgeois clags
interests (4). As we shall see later the presence of this
atmosphere does not mean that the protagonists of the social
scientific methods have necessarily taken advantage of it.

The recognised legitimacy of these methods, however, does

create conditions under which such freedom is possible.

tn addition, a greater social~-historical relativism,' in

opposition. to the dominant positivist empiricism of the

historical=-critical method, has been introduced to. the
understandings of ancient Israelite and early christian:
communities. This means that a healthier attitude towards

the biblical texts which sees them as ideological products



of sociatl systems and of the configurations of social
relfations internal to thesé systems is now possible. Such
an attitude is in opposition to the atomising and
ideologically reductionist approach of the historical

critical methods (5).

Some may argue that  the most crucial contribution of the

social science methods is that they may finally free
biblical criticism from the neo-orthodox theological
problematic which in Manzueto’'s words "set the terms for

biblical research during the period after the First World
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war" (6). As Mansueto makes clear, this theological
starting point of biblical criticiam stifled even the
implicit sociological concerns of form criticism and’
tradition history. By questioning the premise of biblicali
criticism that the Bible is the "Word of God", the new
methods have also called into question the ideatist

epistemoiogical framework that undergirds _such criticism.

Real living human communities whose histories and struggles
are represented in the bibltical texts may soon be seen to
constitute the goal if nat the starting point of modern
social science criticism of the Bibile. it is important that

we are referring to whole communities rather than just

prominent individuals. The social science methods may
enable us to see that the historical critical methods,
however much they may seem antithetical to the bibiical

criticism of the pre~-bourgeois era, were born ironicalily of
political consensus and served as a catalyst in the creation

and unifying of the newAbourgeois ruling bloc. While it



called for the emancipation of bibtical. study from its
feudal prisons, historical criticism was uplifting the
profligate aristocracy by retaining the fatter’s fundamental

doctrinal assumptions as a starting point and goal of its

activity" (7). The use of the social science methods may
enabie us to discern the central irony of all Enlightenment
criticism, including the historical critical methods as
applied to the Bible. The essencg of this irony is that
while the Enlightenment criticism is characterised by its

resistance to absociutism on the one hand, it is nevertheless
repressive gf the transgressive in the context of its own

model of discourse, on the other hand. (8).

Having briefly assessgd the contribution of the social
science methods to biblical understanding, most of which is
methodological, there .remains the need to address the
guestion of whether these methods as they are used in

biblical criticism represent a theoretical break with the

past. In other words, viewed theoretically, how new are

these methods?

3. The Historical and Social Context

Late monopoly capitalism <constitues the wider social-
historical matrix of the social science methods in biblical
study. On the non-discursive level this social-historical
context is characterised by the movement of the "subsumption
of many capitals into oné capital based on a vastiy expanded
reproduction process; the progressive abolition of capitali
as private properfy and the socialisation of the
a;cumulation process; and the transformation of the whole of

society into a sort df 'social factory’' for capital" (9.
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‘Historically, this is the periocd characterised by the
Universal market. The dominant tendency of the capitalist
mode of production is to transform and subordinate the

individual, family and social needs to the market and to the

needs of capital. It is the period of the total
commodification of life. By thus extending the commodity
form to all aspects of life capital gives fresh energy and
scope to its operations. This era is the era of the

obsolescence of the family and the subjection of its members
to productive activity under the direct supervision and
control of capitatl. Everything is for selling and for
buying. As Braverman so succinctly articulated it:

"...the population no longer relies upon social
erganization in the form of family, friends,
neighbours, community, elders, children, but with
few exceptions must go to market and only to market,
not only for food, ciothing, and shelter, but atlso
for recreation, amusement, security, for the care of

the young, the old, the sick, the handicapped. In
time not only the material and service needs but
even the emotiona! patterns of |ife are channeied

through the market" (10).

This era is the era of large scale capital accumulation.

lts dominant rule is the ever-expanding valorisation of

capital . I f human life must be devalued in order for
increased surplus value to -accrue, 30 must it be. As Marx
pointed out when this process was still in its very early
stages:

it is not the diminished rate either of the
absolute, or of the proportional increase in labour-
power or labouring population, which causes capital
to be in excess, but conversely the eaxcess of
capitai that makes expioitable labour-power
insufficient...it is not the increased rate either
of the absolute or of the propcrtionail, increase in
labour-power, or labouring popufation, that makes
capital insufficient; but, conversely, the relative
dimunition of capita! that causes the exploitable
labour~-power, or rather its price, to be in excess
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...the rate of accumujation is the independent not
dependent variable; the rate of wages, the dependent,
not the independent wvariable"” (11).

The sine gua__non, the differentia specifica., of the
capitalist mode of production is increasing accumuiation.
The specific form of accumulation characteristic of late
monopoly capitalism is that all of social angd individual

life is subjected to the dictates of accumulation and
structured through market relations. Braverman summarises
the point exquisiteiy
“In the period of monopoly capitalism, the first
"step in the creation of the universal mgrket is the
conguest of all goods production by the commodity
form, the second step is the conquest of an
increasing range of services and their conversion
into commodities, and the third step is a 'product
cycle’ which invents new products and services, some

of which become indispensable as the conditions of
modern life change to destroy alternatives" (12).

Given the unprecedented levels of accumuiation and the total
involvement of exchange relations at al! levels of social
and individual life, the traditional role of the state has
become expanded and more complex under monopoly capitalism.
The accumulation process churns out more economic surplus
than can be absorbéd. This leads to crises of disorder in
the economy, which express themselves in terms of the lack
of "effective demand" . The gap created by this lack of
"demand” has since World War {1 been filled by government

spending, accompanied, of course, by increased taxation.

The increaéed accumulation of capitai has in the last
hundred years also ied to the internationalisation of

capital. The latter process has created economi¢
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competition amongst capitalist nations which has in turn fled
to mititary clashes over spheres of economic influence.
Also, the rise of peoplie’s revolutions in Third Worid
countries, especially, has led to an interest in what
Braverman cails “policing the world structure of
imperialism". Government is thus able to absorb the
economic surplus and guérantee "effective demand" by playing

this international role.

The capitalist state under monopocly conditions has also had

to intervene domestically within capitalist countries in a

situation of permanent poverty and insecurity in order to
diffuse local politicat bombs and also simply te sustain
fife.

Government-sponsored servicgs like education have become
imperative under modern conditions. As Braverman states,
"the minimum requ§rements for *functioning’ in a modern
urban environment - both as workers and as consumers -~ are

imparted to children in an institutional setting rather than
in the fam;ly or_'community" €(13). The cultural effacts of
late monopoly capitalism are summarised by Eagleton when he
writes:

“Late cabitalism overcomes the sheer separation of

the symbolic from the economic, but does so by
bringing the symbolic under the dominance of the

economic. The processes of this subsumption are
precisely designed to block the overcoming of the
subjective divisions inaugurated by capital. It is
here that the cultural! processes of late capitaiism
are most crucial: Through its dominant cultural

norms and practices, late capitalism strives to
sever social experience from the formation of
counter-ideol!logies, to break collective experience
into monadic isolation of the private experiences
of individuals, and to pre-empt the effects of
association by subsuming the discourses and images
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that regulate social life." (14).

The effects of late capitalism were felt at two different
levels in different parts of the world. In the Third Worid,
capitalism caused disltocations at the structural levels of
society. The First World experienced alienation at the
level of discursive practices. The peasﬁnts and workers

of the Third Worid, on the one hand, arose in revolution

against capitalism. During colonisation subscructural and
discursive uprootings of the indigenous fife had been
combined as a condition of the success of colonisation. The
students and professors in the “institutions of higher

fearning in the West, on the other hand, encountered the

aiienating and totalising force of monopoly oligarchy
primarily at the discursive level. This was so because even
the last bastion of Western privilege, . college and

university, had been invaded by the dominant culturai forms
and practices of the armed, repressive state of late

monopoly capitalism.

It is thus not unfair to characterise modern criticism in

terms of Barthes"’ view of it as that criticism which

expresses itself as "text". And according to him text

"is...that uninhibited person who shows his behind to the
Political Father".(15) But as Eagleton indicates:

"That reference to the Politica!l Father is not

fortuitous. The Pleasure of the Text was published
five years after a social eruption which rocked
France’s poiitical fathers to their roots. In 1968

the student movement had swept across Europe,
striking against the authoritarianism of the
educational institutions and in France briefly
threatening the capitalist state itself. For a
dramatic moment, that state teetered on the brink of
ruin; its police and army {fought in the streets with
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students who were struggling to forge solidarity with
the working class. Unable to provide a coherent
political leadership, piunged into a confused melee
of socialism, anarchism and infantile behind-baring,
the student movement was rolied back and dissipated:
betrayed by their supine Stalinist leaders, the
working class movement was unable to assume power.
Charles de Gaulle returned from a hasty exile, and
the French state regrouped its forces in the name of

patriotism, law and order. Poststructuralism was a
product of that biend of euphoria and dissillusionment,
liberation and dissipation, carnival and catastrophy,
which was 1968. Unablie to break the structure of state
power, poststructuratltism found it possible to subvert
the structures of language®”. (16) '

It would appear that this sense of the inabiiity or

powerlessness to break the structures of monopoly capitalism

on the one hand, and the feeling of strength and enthusiasm

about ransacking and subverting the social systems and
social worlids of literary texts, on the other hand, remains
the defining characteristic of modern criticism. The latter
has not been. able to live down the experéence of the 1960s.
It is sometimes even uncertain about its moment of

Entstehung, and thus is generally unabie to theorise this

moment . Scroggs, for instance, expresses this uncertainty
when he states about the new sociological criticism in
biblical study that:

"Today the pendulum has swung again. Whether this

is the result of a neo-liberalism, or social! tensions
such as the Vietnam war, student revolutions, and
severe economic and political oppression in various
parts of the worid, or all of these, is not clear as
yet. Nevertheless, Gerd Theissen speaks for many of
us when he notes a rising Unbehagen about a
discipline which limits the accentable methods to the
historical and theological”. (17)
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Systematic theology has responded to the cultural and
potitical convuisions of the - 1360s by &evolving a 20th

century secuiarism which was distinctly distinguishable from

the secujarism of the Eniightenment rationalism of the 18th

century. The new secularism was a search and piea for an
accommodation within the discursive structures of late
monopoly capitalism. It was a cry for freedom from the
captivity of pre-Enfightenment religious ideology to which

it had returned in the 19th century but also especially in

the period after the Second Worid war. It was an embracing
of the metaphors, symbols, and controlling notions of the
so-called "technop&litan civilization", i.e. a euphemism for
late monopoly ca#italism. The titie of Cox's most

celebrated bdook, but especially its sub-title, i3 extremely

revealing in this regard. |t is called: The Secular City: A

celebration of its liberties and an invitation to its

discipline.

Cox argued, as would most secularists of the 1960s, that a

theology  that developed around the symbois of gsecuiar city

would better be able to deal with the social change
situation of the modern world. His position is succinctiy
summarised in the following statement:

“The idea of the secular city exemplifies maturation
and responsibility. Secularizaticn denotes the
removal of juvenile dependence from every level of a
society: urbanization designates the fashioning of
new patterns of human reciprocity. Combined in the
symbol of the secular city, they portray man’'s
continuing effort to find a basis for common iife as
archaic order and sacral ties disappear. The secular
city emerges as tribes and towns vanish -~ and the
process is never over". (18)
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This process that Cox invited us to celebrate is the moment
of statification of society and socialization of the state
which is characteristic of late capitalism. The
disappearance of archaic order and. sacral ties is the
transgression of traditional boundaries between private and
public _which happens under conditions of monopoly
capitalism. Eagleton apfly describes the real nature of
this process:

"As bourgeois society develops into the modern
epoch, the refations between public sphere,
'intimate’' sphere and state undergo significant
changes. With the increasing 'statification’

of the public sphere, the '"intimate' sphere becomes
progressively marginalized; state education ang
sociat policy take over many of the functions
previously reserved to the famity, blurring the
boundaries between 'public’ and ’'private' and
stripping the family of its social, productive

roies. The "intimate’' sphere is in this sense
deprivatized, pulled into public society - but
only, in a notable historical irony, to be )
reprivatized as a unit of consumption. Private

consumption and leisure, based upon the now
shrunken space of the family, replace the forms
of social discussion previously associated with
the public sphere™. (19) :

Be that as it may, systematic theclogy saw the changes

wrought by monopoly capital as the creation of new liberties
which needed to be embraced and celebrated. Biblical
criticism, in the meantime, stuck to the idealist
theological terms set for it by the Neo-orthodoxy of the

post 1945 systematic theology on the one hand. On the
other, it continued to abide by the norms of positivistic

empiricism endowed wupon it by the rationalism of the 18th

t

century Enlightenment. No real new developments wer e
widely felt in response to the sociai and political
movements of the 1960s. Change in biblical criticism had to

await the unprecedented rise and in some instances, success
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also because of an historical uncertainty in the
wider social functions of academic humanism,
which neither it. nor much deconstruction, will
fully acknowiedge”. (21)

Thus the sociology of the Bible literature often gives one
the impression of wading through no more than sociological,
as opposed to literary textual, deconstructionism. The
feeling that the terms of debate are still set by the
probiematics of the 18th and ich century is difficuilt to
‘avert. “In a simplfe but Dbrilliantiy written artiéle,
Rorty affirms that this is in fact the case.

"1 have been saying, first that idealism and
textualism have in common an opposition to the
claim of science to be a paradigm of human
activity, and second, that they differ in that
one is a philosophical doctrine and the other an
expression of suspicion about philosophy. I can
put these two points together by saying that
whereas nineteenth century idealism wanted to
substitute one sort of science (philosophy) for
another (naturail science) as the centre of
culture, twentieth century textuaiism wants to
place |literature in the centre, and to treat
both science and phiiosophy as, at best,
literary genres". (22)

This turning of criticism, literary or sociological, into

"critically ingenious but politically deluded" ideologism or
to put it another way, “imaginative response to once

pertinent but now defunct probiematics" (23), does no more

than play the roie "of the “anthropological...tiger which
regulariy disrupted a tribal ceremeny by leaping into its
midst; after a while, the tiger was incorporated into the

rituai”". (243
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Sociological approachés to 'the Bible often raise and address

political issues in the Bible. They do not, however,
address the issue of the politics of the sociological
approaches themselves. The question is: ‘on whose side,

potitically and socially, are these critical methods? For
as West put it:

"To resurrect the dead, as bourgeocis humanists try

to do, is impossible. To attack the dead, as de-
constructionists do, is redundant and, ironically
to valorize death. To 'go beyond' the dead is
either to surreptitiously recuperate previous
'contents' of life in new forms (Nietzschel), or to

deceptively shrug off the weight of the dead
whether by promoting cuits of passive, nostalgic
'dwelling' (Heideggerl), or by creative self-
rebegetting and self-redescribing (Emerson, Bloom,
Rortyl)". (25)

Qur contention, therefore, is that the new methods of

biblical study under the rubric of sociological approaches,

’ v
do not really take us a step forward. They fail to
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constitute a criticism that "aims at transforming present
practices - the remaining life - against the backdrop of
previous discursive and political practices, against the _
dead past."(26) Biblical study under repressive,
totatising, commodifying conditions of late monopoly

capitalism cannot afford to be reduced to an attack on the
dead past of ancient lsraelite history or early christian

discursive and political practices.

Social Scientific Methods: A Critique

Now it remains to show : =~ how the politics of our
socioloagical approaches are constantly symbiotic with the

object of their criticism: the dead past of ancient biblical



societies, on the one hand, and the dead past of the 19th
century historical critical methods, on the other hand. The
point of this argument is to show that in their present
form, the sociological! approaches cannot serve as adequate

tcols of a black biblical hermeneutics 6f liberation.

Mansueto has convincingly shown that these methods do not
represent a theoretical break with the past; rather they
"amount to no mo}e than the sociological potentialities of
Jiberal biblical criticiam along interpretive sociological
or structural functionalist lines. (27) Weber, the chief
theoretician of interpreéive sociology, defined it as:

“_ ..a science concerning itself with the interpretive

understanding of social action and thereby with a
causal explanation of its course and consequences. We

shall speak of ’'action’' insofar as the acting
individual attaches a subjective meaning to his
behaviour - be it overt or covert, omission or
acquiescence. Action is 'social' insofar as its

subjective meaning takes account of the behaviour
of others and is thereby oriented in its course” (28)

While Weber shared with his contemporaries a beilief in

"positive science", he nevertheless objected to the use of

the methods of the natural sciences in the cultural
sciences. In this he shared similarvconcerns with 19th
century metaphysical idealism which "wanted to substitute

one sort of science {(philosophy) for another (natural

science) as the centre of culture" (28)

But interpretive sociology, as a product of and response to
the social disruptions of emerging late capitalism, exhibits
the modified features of ideatism that we discerned in the

textual idealism of twentieth century literary criticism.



It seeks not an Archimedian pcint from which to pontificate
over culturg, but it jocates itself midpoint between the
metaphysicai idealism of philosephy and the positivist
empiricism of natural science. (29)

“'Meaning’ may be ¢f two kinds. The term may refer
first to the actual existing meaning in the given
concrete case of a particular actor, or to the
average or approximate meaning attributable to a
given piurality of actors:; or secondiy to the
theoretically conceived pure tvype of subjective
meaning attributed to the hypothetical actor or

actors in a given type of action. In no case does
it refer to an objectively 'correct’' meaning or one
which is '"true’' in some metaphysical sense. It is

this which distinguishes the empirical sciences of

action, such as sociology and history, from the

dogmatic discipltines in that area, such as juris-

prudence, logic, ethics, and esthetics, which seek

to ascertain the ’"true' and ‘'vaiid’ meanings

associated with the objects of their investigation"
(303

Weber sought te have sociology accorded the status of
positivist science in general, while he preferred to have it
refrain from wusing the methods of this science. He
struggles to distance sociology from metaphysical idealism
while not realfly disagreeing with the importance of the roie
played by the tatter. Mafeje summarises Weber's
scciological attempt succinctly when he asserts:

"...in his attempt to cut off sociology from German

metaphysics, Weber succeeded in relativizing and

abstracting ideology in such a way that it ceased to
be a question of class conflict and became mereily a

probliem of interpreting individuail intellectual
refiexes under determinate social conditions. Now
that history was no longer seen as an inteiligible

totality held together by sociai struggles, what
remained was the subjective freedom of each

individual to act according to his reason". (31)
The Weberian sociological approach manifests itself in a
number of the works of .biblical sociologists.

Meeks is Weberian to the core in his study, The First Urban




Christians. He seeks to meet ordinary early christians as
individuals. Since, however, the latter did not write the

texts which we have about fhem. we must (ather seek to find
them "through the collectivities to which they belonged and
glgmpse their livés through the typical occasions mirrored
in their ;exts“.(32) Meeks' approach is inimical to
social structure; its point of departure is individuals and
their subjective <choices. it is self—confeésedly eclectic.
According to Meeks: "Societ} is vfewed as a process in which

; !
personal identity and social forms are mutualily and
continuously created by interactions that occur by means of

symbois". (33) Meeks argues'that this view of the

social structure makes him a moderate functionalist. (34)

This theoreticat and methodological eclecticism seems to us

a new way of concealing old theoretical and ideological
perspectives. It moves us one step forward:to the extent
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that it focuses our attention on the sodial.nature of our .

texts. It pulls us back two steﬁs, however, in that it not
only reintroduces the old \ideological hunches inherent in
the Histo}icat Critical Methods, but itvhides them under the
cloak of a more systemic approach. Thus it blunts the edge

‘of a possible new social and political hermeneutic of the

Bible which could itself once more become -a |iberating tool.

The more positivist aspect of the Weberian approach is
discernible in the work of E.A. Judge. He complaihs against
‘Hoimberg’'s failure to "bestride ideas and facts in an

eqbally secure manner". According to Judge, the fundamental



guestion that remains unasked in rmuch of the biblical

sociology approaches, especially the New Testament, is this:

"What are the social facts of life characteristic
of the worid to which the New Testament beiongs?
Unti! painstaking field work is better done, the

importation of social modeis that have been defined
in terms of other cultures is methodoiogicaliy no
improvement on the 'idealistic faltltacy’'". (35)

The idealist-positivist problematic of the historicatl

critical methods and of most of 18th and 19th century

science remains the structuring pole of the new sociological

approaches. Scrogés -3 at pains to prove that the use of
new sociological methods is not a turning of the idealistic
tables; it is no reduction of christianity to social
dynamic. "Rather it should be seen as an effort to guard

against a reductionism from the other extreme, a Iimitation
of the reality of christianity to an inner-spirituatl, or
objective-cognitive system. I'n short, sociology of early

Christianity wants to put body and soul together again.(36)

As we have argued above, this 20th century idealism, like
nineteenth century idealism, is a résponse to the social-
historical crisis caused by the expansion of capitalism and
its congquest of every aspect of life, especially as it made
itself felt in the 1960s in the West. In biblical studies,

it is a belated response to the 1960s.

The most staggering example of this idealist sociologica!

eclecticism seems to be Gager's study Kinaqdom and Community,

(37 . fn this work Gager describes early christianity as a
millennial movement. It is, however, one which fost its

eschatciogical vision as a result of the cognitive



dissonance experienced by the foliowers of Jesus. This loss
of vision was consegquent upon the death of Jesus. The
result was a disconfirming of the belief that Jesus was the
Messiah. As a means of rationaiising the experience of
dissonance the movement turned to a proselytising mission.
In the process it also engaged in activities to de-
eschatologise the Christ hessage. According to Gager:

"The success of these efforts may be seen in the

fact that by the year 150 C.E. not only was

Christianity no longer an eschatological community,

but, as the reaction to the apocalyptic fervour of

Montanism ciearly reveals, that it had come to

regard eschatological movements as a serious threat.
Toward the end of the first century Christians couid

still pray, 'Thy Kingdom come' (Matt.6:10). But at
the end of the second century, Tertullian tells us
that Christians prayed °'for emperors, for their
deputies and all in authority, for the weifare of

the worid, and for the delay of the final
consummation’ (Apol!l. 39.2; cf 32.1)"., (38).

Gager combines model s such as the socialogy of
miilenarianism (39), cognitive dissonance (403,
interpretive sociology (413, and revitalisation (423,

without regard to the need for a systematic theory of social
structure and devélopment. As Mansueto correctiy points
out:

“Many of his models ~ e.g. millenialism - are
based on comparative data drawn from soacieties
which have little in common with the Roman
Empire, while his account of the social structure
of the Empire itseif fails to take into account
the tremendous diversity of ltandholding patterns
and means of surplius extraction, as weil as the
very substantial evolution the Empire underwent,
especially in its last stages". (43)



Pt is, morecver, the sociological jidealism of (Gager's
vWeberian approach, in political coifusion with the status
quo under present monopoly capital conditions, which
requires critical attention. Gager's approach, like that of
Weber, relativises and abstracts ideology in the Roman
Empire and in our societies. The result is that it ceases

to refer to questions of class conflict and of the material

conditions of production of the Christian literature and
theologies. Instead, it confines itself to the subjective
reflexes of christians. This is a necessary togical

position on the part of Gager and other Weberian bibiical
sociologists. For they themselves purport not to be engaged
in their scholarly labours in the interests of any specific
social class today. In other words, they conceai their real

class commitments.

in the area of Otd Testament studies, Wilson's study of
prophecy stands as an example of this sociological
idealism. Wilson abstracts activities and institutions
from societies of one kind (horticuitural) and comparas them

with similarly abstracted phenomena in a society of a vastly

different kKind (Tributary agrarian social formation of
lsraet). The questfon of social structure and of the
complexity of social relations and contradictions is
neglected by Wilson. For this reason Chaney's strictures

against Wilson are justified:

"A recent and distinguished work, for example,
purports to be a study of Prophecy and Society
in Ancient lsrael (Witson, 1980). in fact, it
is no such thing, but rather a learned study of
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the role of the propnets. Wilson's failure to
take macrosociology seriously jeaves two serious
and related deficiences in his work. a) The

prophetic roltes delineated with such care are not
adequately articuliated within the jarger web of
society, its conflicts and its changes. bl Just
these latter considerations are demonstrably a -
major concern of the prophetic texts themselves.
The same cannot be said of the prophetic roiles in

and of themselves, a fact which leads to no littile
speculation in any attempt to describe such roles®.
(44)
Wilson's attempt to locate prophecy within society is

extremelybgeneralised and disappointingly sketchy and brief.
He asserts, for instance, that ancient Near Eastern
intermediaries articulated with their societies in compiex
ways and functioned in a number of different ways. As an
example of this he statss vaguely:

"Some intermediaries, such as the Mesopotamian

diviners and the Palestinian seers, were part

of the central social structure, which they

helped to reguiate and -maintain. Such figures

were carefuliy selected, trained and supported

by the whole society or at least by the ruling

elite. On the other hand, some intermediaries,
..were peripheral figures who delivered messages

aimed at reforming the political and religious

establishments”. (45)

The theoretical poverty inherent in this descriptive account

of phenomena in ancient societies is staggering. What is
more, it is not cltear what advantage a sociological method
that works in this way has over the traditional humanities

approaches.

Another group of other bibiical sociologists pay greater
attention to questions of social structure. it deploys the
Durkheimian sociological method, or, more accurately, the

structural functionalist mode | . This mode ! has been
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inherited by Durkheim from Auguste Comte and Herbert
Spencer. During the time of these two thinkers
"rationality, utility or functional value, order and

progress were guiding principles of bourgeois society.

These were both an affirmation of its achievements and a
justification of its existence". (46) They conceived of
society as an integrated social whole based on an

utilfitarian philosophy of order and progressiveness.

Comte’s specific contribution was in instituting positivism

as a general theory of bourgeois science. The specificaily
functionalist paradigm in the social sciences is to be
attributed to Spencer. According to him, society adapted to
changing circumstances through increased division of
functions. It was this functionaifist pafadigm and its

attendant notion of the division of labour that constituted

the starting point for Burkheim’'s sociological
functionalism. As Mafeje ably asserts:

"Worst of all he (Durkheim) was not able to escape

from Spencer’s basic idea of the integrative

function of division of labour in society. Nor was

he able to overcome Spencer’'s organic conception of
social progress as a movement from homogeneous to
heterogeneous systems. in actual fact, he achieved
the same effect by equating the former with
"'mechanical solidarity’ and the fatter with 'orgenic
sotidarity'™. (47)

Gerd Theissen employs the structural functionalist
sociological model in biblicai studies most systematicaitly.

According to Theissen, three procedures may Lbe distinguished

in a socioiogy of the Jesus movement . These are first what
he calls "constructive conciusions”. This procedure is
applicable to sociodraphic or prosographic statements. The

former type of statement has to do with descriptions of

groups, institutions, organisations and 30 forth. The
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latter concerns individuals, their background, status, and
rbles. (48) The second procedure he calis "Anaifytical
concliusions". These "are drawn from texts which afford an
indirect approach to sociological information. Stétements

about recurring events, conflicts‘ between groups or over
ethical and tfegal norms, literary forms and poetic modes of
expression (e.g. parables) are itluminating in this
respect". (49) The third procedure invoives what he terms
"comparative conclusions®, These derive from ‘*Yanalogous

movements to be found in the worid of the time". (50)

Having delineated the Jesus movement through the use of the
above three procedures.vTheissen proceeds to locate the
movement structuralliy, utilizing what he calls "Analysis of
Factors: The Effects of Society on the Jesus Movement".
Four major social structural factors are identified by
Theissen: (1) Socio~-economic factors are at the basis of the
"social rootlessness” of the movement. "Socio-economic
factors are the organisation of work and the distribution of
its products between productive workers and those who enjoy
the benefits". (51) (2) The socio-ecological factors
concern the contradictions between town and country. They
"are the results of an interplay between man and nature"
(523, and they involve issues iike the trading patterns of a
country. (33 Soeio—poiitical factors relate to the
institutionalisation of oppression and exploitation through
government machinery in Palestine, (43 "socio-cuitural
factors inciude all values, norms and traditions wh?ch give

"a group self-awareness and identity". (53)
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On Palestinian soil the Jesus movement was a failure,
according to Theissen. The reason for this is that the
Palestinian Jewish society of this time was reaching back to
its.traditional patterns of behaviour; it was intensifying
dissociation from anything alien and giving -currency to
fanaticgl sfogans. "...This development diminished the
chances of the Jesus movement, which encroached on the
taboos of society with its criticism of the temple and the

law” . (54)

The Hellenistic society, by contrast, positively welcomed
the Jesus movement. The atmosphere of peace, stability and
prbsperity that characterised the Hellenistic society formed
the basis for the success of Christianity in this area.
"Consequently a sociological theory of integration is a more
appropriate perspective from which to approach an analysis
of earliest Hellenistic Christianity and from which to

assess and co-ordinate the relevant sociological data”. (55)

Theissen makes two contentions. Firstly, he argues that "a
sociological theory of confilict® is applicabie to the
Palestinian version of the Jesus movement. Secondliy, he
contends that Ja sociologicél theory of integration® is
appropriate for an analysis of earliest Hellenistic
Christianity. Thesé proposails, however, are based on a
fundamenta! flaw which characterises a large number of
biblical sociological works. The distinctiocon presupposes
the accessibility of one set of data in a> way that i3

independent of the use of another set of data. In other

words it is being supposed that Palestinian "Christianity"”
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is accessible as an object of study independently of the

Hellenistic texts that inform. us about it. While some of

the biblical  texts of the New Testament may have a
Palestinian regional focus, it is doubtful whether too much

can be made of this, given the pervasiveness of the so-
called "Hellenistic culture” by the time of their
composition.

A}

More important!y, Theissen fails to provide an adequate

systematic structural location of the Jesus movement within
the political economy of the Roman empire and its specific
form within the Provinces. What for instance was the mode

of integration of the Palestinian economy into the wider and

dominant economy of Rome? How and what contradictions did
this occasion in the social life of Palestine? What were
the cultural effects on the Jesus movement? A more

~adequate attention to the complexity of ciass contradictions
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in the context of the wider Roman Empire might havé led

Theissen to a more adequate account of the Jesus movement.

"Further, Mansueto is correct in charging that Theissen does
not deal with the real ecological, economic or political
contradictions in Palestine but only with the ideolocgical
conflicts occasioned by such contradictions. Mansueto
writes:

"Thus we hear of a sense of reiative deprivation (a
term which concerns the subjective state of
individuaisl and of a confiict between a theocratic
ideal and the reality of priestiy practice, rather
than of the relative power of classes, nations, etc.
As a result, Theissen is unable to correctiy assess
the diverse class stands of the various renewal
movements and ends up confusing Jesus' opposition tc
the political program of the Zeaiot movement - which
reflect the inter=2sts of urban middlie strata and



displaced clerical elements - with a generaifised
pacificism or 'love patriachilism'". (56)

Structural functionalism, a product of nineteenth century
Western European bourgeois society, came into being as a
theoretical rationalisation of an epoch fraught with
cont}adictions and conflicts. Its ideological status was to
serve as an instrument of integration for the disintegrating
bourgeois social system that threatened the progress of
science and technoiogy. Whether its scientific value can

prove greater than its ideological function is a matter that

must still be demonstrated by its proponents.

In biblical study, functionalist sociology -has remained
recognisable by its ideological status. As Mansueto puts
(I 8

"Functionalist sociology, even where its political
agenda is a benign pacifism (Theissen) is funda-
mentailly a study of social phenomena from the point
of view of conflict management: i.e. how to contain,
defuse, even resoive the economic, political and
ideological conflicts generated by capitafism.

Thus Theissen’'s reduction of objective contradictions

- which may or may not challenge the prevailing social
order - to conflict, tension, aggression which pecses a
threat to order, or at least to the full integration
of individuals into the prevailing system. For these

reasons biblical studies joined with functionaiist
sociology must also be considered ideological rather
than scientific in character". (57)

The disappointing character of much of the sociology of the

Bible derives from precisely this ideological rather than
scientific orientation. White the socioiogica} approach has
advanced biblical study by drawing attention to the

sociological basis of many of its objects of analysis, it

has taken us two steps back by adopting some c¢f the subtle
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ideological manoeuvres of modern society - lending an

academic aura to what is essentially an ideological
political methoed. .More significantly, it conceals its
ideological and political agenda through the use of

recognised and respécted academic methods within bourgeocis
society, like the Weberian interpretive sociology and

Durkheimian structural! functionalist sociology.

The essence of this objection is not that the sociofogical
approaches employed>by biblical scholars should not have had
an ideological and potlitical agenda. On the contrary, the
piea is for an open acknowiedgment of the class interests
that are being represented and thus an acknow}edgment of at
least the social fimitation of the methods. More

importantiy. Like the historical critical methods before

it, biblical sgfjo!qu;trieg,jqwbenscjentifig_bj identifying
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with the intellectual projects of secular methods on the one -

hand. On the other, it maintains the social and political

agenda of the ruling ciass by not taking seriousiy issues of

cJass, ideology., and. political economy not onlty of the
societies of the Bible, but of the societies of the biblical

sociologists themselves. For this reason, it seems that an

appropriate way to bring this section of our study to an end.

is by reiterating Eagleton’'s words, quoted at the beginning,

that ”un!gss modern‘ criticism defines its future as a
struggle against the bourgeois state, it might have no
future at all™. in. the context of the Azanian/South

African btlack struggle for liberation, the working ciass
subversion of the normal criteria of biblical interpretaticn

in favour of an organically biack working class hermeneutic



as shown, for example, in théir preaching, represents at
least an ideological break with bibilical criticism. The
chalienge of the biack biblical e¢ritic in that situation is
to give discursive articulation and theoretical refinement
to this black bibtical hermeneutic. “in the chapters thét
foliow an attempt to lay the foundations for the development
of such a biblical hermeneutigs will be made. VThe point of
departure of such a bibiical criticism/hermeneutics is the
black working ciass struggle against an apartheid bourgeois

state.
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CHAPTER 3

¢

THE HiISTORICAL AND CULTURAL STRUGGLES OF THE BLACK PEOPLE AS

A HERMENEUTICAL STARTING POINT FOR BLACK THEOLOGY

This chapter seeks to identify and examine the salient
features of the black strugglte for liberation. Liberation

is to be understood in Cabral’s sense when he argues:

"Liberation of the people means the liberation of
the productive forces of our country, the ligquidation
of all kinds of imperialist or coftonial domination of
our country, and the taking of every measure to avoid
any new exploitation of our peoplie... We want equality,
social justice and freedom... Liberation for us is to
take back our destiny and our history®”. (1)
What is important in this definition of the struggle for
liberation is the linking of a people’s destiny and history,
their freedom, to the liberation of their productive forces.
!That is to say, a people’s liberation is not purely moral or
¢
spirituatl, it is material. Productive forces refer to the

articulated combination of the means of production available

to a people, é.g. ifand, cattie, machinery, raw materiais
etc. with human labour. It is the liberation of these

eiements of social and material (ife that makes for freedom,

spiritual and material.

Any attempt, therefore, to reconstruct the salient moments
;
of-.the blackx struggle will have te focus on the dialectic

between groups of people and between peopie and their

productive forces.
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More specifically, though, this chapter will attempt to give
an account of the struggles of those whom Debray describes
as foilows:

"An aristocracy of absence - and the highest title

of all is conferred by death, by murder or execution.

Death gives its noblemen their names and even their

facial features. Unlike the more vuigar class of

ministers and heads of state, the most eminent people

in these secret military ranks only come to life by

being put to death. Politicians shine when present

and go out |ike lights when they leave the scene;

they, on the other hand, pass directly from

obscurity to immortality®. (2)
A recovery of this "aristocracy of absence" in the biack
struggle, and an assessment of its concerns and aspirations,
con;iitute an important heuristic too! in an effort to
evolve a black biblical hermeneutics of |iberation. This is
s0o because within the biblical text itself an "aristocracy

of absence is characterised by its passing "directly from

obscurity to immortality*".

It is proposed to periodise the black struggie by dividing
it into epochs. These are characterised by the dominance of
a particutar mode of production as the fundamental! feature
of a social formation. Thus a study of black history and
culture in South Africa points to the existence, at one
point or another (not necessarijy unilineariyl, of three
stages of struggle: the communal, the tributary and the
capitalist. These mddes of production sometimes precede one
another, at other times they co-exist with one dominating.
SUsan M. Brown's cdncept of periodisation prgvides a model
here:

"Rather than attempting to pinpoint a series of

dates or 'watershed events’, as though dividing

the '"line' of history into separate segments,
periodisation consists in distinguishing qualita-
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tively distinct shifts in social relations. Another
mistaken approach to periodisation is the attempt to
posit some general sequence of events (e.g. 'stages
of economic growth’) which serves as an historical

recipe, or a mode!{ which all social formations may
be expected to folliow. This denies the specificity
and uniqueness of the combinations of structures and
contradictions of a given social formation. The

attempt to understand these is part of periodisation".(3)

In fact, there is a sense in which what follows is an

attempt to periodise the black struggle, in order more

usefully to appropriate it as a biblical hermeneuticatl
factor for liberation. To periodise the struggie in this
way will enable black theologians to avoid the traditional

danger of not being able to find a way between the Scylila of
cultural reification and the Charybdis of ahistoricism.
Uncritical appropriations of historically diverse features

of the bitack history and culture has often led to either a

romanticisation or an incorrect dismissal of the black
traditional past. It is in order to avoid these dangers
that a periodising perspecfive is seen as useful. This is

particulariy the case in an effort to develop a critical
biblical hermeneutics of liberation which seeks to be rooted

in the black struggle against oppression and exploitation.

The Communal! Mode of Production

No direct information or evidence exists about the communal
stages of African development and struggle in South Africa.
A great deal of what is known has to be deduced from
cultural and historical vestiges that persisted into jater
modes of production. Nevertheless, enough is Known &about
the fundamental features of these modes f(om other parts of
the warld, either from the same period or from other periods

in history, to enable a reasonable reconstruction of the
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was itself a function of an

‘labour, the human needs that
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controited production were structured around the househoid

as a unit of economic production. There was, therefore, no
permanent collective or communal labour organisation on a
national level. Co-operative prcductive activity was

confined to the basic unit of production, the family.
Consequently, not enough surplus production was generated at
this stage of - African society to enable a further
development of the technological capability of the tribe or

group which would itself necessitate new methods of labour

organisatioh. There i3 a dialectical relationship between
the forms of tabour organisation in production and the
technological forms which this labour sets in motion. On

the one hand what forms of labour organisation there are is

dependent upon the nature of the technology availabie to

this labour . On the co¢ther hand, the technologicat
capabilities of a society have a structuring effect on the
labour organisational possibilities. The point is a simple
one. Peasant production at the communal.stage of black

history, did not permit a further development and progress

of its society. The reason is that it confined its bes.t
form of Iapour organisation, co-operative activity in
production, to too small a unit of economic production, the
peasant household. Nevertheless, the egalitarianism of the
communal mode of production has not been paralieled in
subsequent history. ‘ Instead, now and again contemporary

black people take a nostaigic launch into this distant past
history to seek weapons of struggte from it. For as Marx
has so rightily obsefved:

"Men make their own history, but they do not make '

just as they please; they do not make it under

circumstances chosen by themselves, but under
circumstances directly encountered, given and trans-
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mitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead

generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of

the living. And just as they sszemed engaged in

revolutionising themseives and things, in creating

something that has never yet axisted, precisely in

such periods of revolutionary crisis they conjure up

the spirits of the past to their service and borrow

from them names, battle cries and costumes in order

to present the new scene of worlid history in this

time-honoured disguise and this borrowed fanguage" . (5)
Often this borrowing from the past ts done by us, as has
been done by other people in other histories and cultures at
other times, as a way of finding "the ideals and art forms,
(and) the self deceptions that (we) need in order to conceal

from (ourselves) the ... limitations of the content of our

struggles" . (6}

This danger must be avoided in the attempts to root bilack
theology in black history and black culture.’ When
reappropriating the economic systems of black history the
intellectual integrity that Frederick Engels exhibited in
his assessment of primitive communism mﬁst be shown. Gandy

has this to say about it:

"Engels speaks well of early communism, but he is
not gquilty of primitivism. He argues that this
stage was inferior to civilization. He notes the

war between tribes, the cruelty of the warfare, the
stunted productive forces, the religious super-
stition, and the power of nature over people.
Primitive communism, he thinks, was better than
civilization in only one way, its morality” . (7)

That is the fundamental strength of this mode of production,

this economic system: its morality. The moraiity of this

sytem is not abstract: it is not tagged on from outside.

The ethics of the communal! mode of economic¢ production is
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the condition of existence of this mode. It consists in the

fact that production is for meeting perceived human needs.



Human beings and their welli-being, are the starting point
and the goal of production in this mode. People are the

basis and the content of the morality of this economic

system.

Thus when biack theology speaks of being critically and
firmly based within the black history of struggle it has in
mind the conflicts and harmonies between people and nature

énd between peoplie and peoplie that revolved around the

morality of production for human needs, production of use-

values. Economic investment in the communa i mode of
production took the well-being of people as a point of
departure and the goals of economic production and

development were structured around the issue of the welli -

being of people. it is this economic moralijty which black
theology seeks to base itself upon in its attempt to become
a liberative weapon of struggle. lts biblical hermeneutics
must draw from the struggles of black people and especially

from the values of a culture that came out of this stage.

In the 'absence of institutional superstructural processes,
which presuppose a fairly developed social division of
labour, the African communal! stage structured its relations
primarily through ideology. Kinship refations were

ideologised in order to serve as a regulatory mechanism on

the necessary socio-economic processes that households
undertook -in order to sSurvive. Thus the struggles wiith the
natural and other extefna! ferces which Africans could not
win, as well as the successes they Adid achieve, were

theorised and expressed in ideological terms. By idecliogy
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in this regard is meant the nuances pointed to by David
Miller. According to him, ideolog} refers to theories,
belief-systems, and practices invoiving the use of ideas.
Theories would involve propositions which purport to explain/
things; belief-systems involve common sense ideas used by
ordinary people to categorise things around them; and

practices would take more instituticnal expressions (8).

And even more accurately it is the notion of ideology as
described by Louis Althusser:

“In ideology men (sic) do indeed express, not the
relation between them and their conditions of
existence, but the wav they iive the relation
between them and their conditions of existence:

this presupposes both a.real relation and an
"imaginary’', 'lived’ retation. .ldeology, then, is
the expression of the relation between men and

their 'worlid’', that is the (overdetermined) unity

of the real relation and the imaginary refation
between them and their real conditions of existence.
In ideology the real relation is inevitably invested
in the imaginary relation, a refation that expresses
a will (conservative, conformist, reformist or
revolutionaryl, a hope or a nostalgia, rather than
describing a reaility".{9)

Some of the effects of the way Africans "lived the relation
between them and their conditions of existence" persisted in
the subsegquent history and culture of black South Africans,
pointing to the struggles they have waged in history. These
cultural and ideological products have been‘ attacked,
suppressed, prostituted, reappropriated, marginalised and
even coopted by the variegated forces of subsequent history.
It is in their capacity as purveyors of "struggle contexts"”
that a biack theology of liberation ic interested in them.
Within the context of this discussion of the communal mode
of production they willa be identified, their "struggile

contexts'" briefly discussed, and then they wili be followed



up in their reappearance in ather modes of production in

which black South Africans have been involved.

Probably the most dominant of these cultural vestiges is the

"sphere of the ancestors". G.M. Setiloane, who cal!ls the

"ancestors” "the living dead" describes them as folijows:
"At biological death, all initiated Sotho-Tswana
become 'badimo’. Babies are the gift of 'badimo'.
Through childhood they grow until they are initiated
as adults. At death they again change their state.

As the immediate agents of Modimo (God), the function
of 'badimo’ is to ensure the good ordering of social

relationships among the biologically living, and the
fertility and weil~-being of men (sic), their crops

and stocks. In return they expect 'tirelo’ (service)d.
Their attitude to the living is basically parental -

protective, corrective and aimed at the welfare of the

whole group”.(10)
Since at this stage the household remained the basic unit of
production, the contradictions which the members of these
households encountered, individually or coliectively,
especially in relation to the natura! forces, were resolved
by being projected into the: ideological sphere of the
ancestors (badimo). At this stage the ancestors were the
ancestors of the househoid. There being only an embryonic
social division of labour characterised by the sexual and
age-based differentiation of functions, the father in the
household officiated ritually with the ancestors on behalf
of his household. The equality of social relations of
production and reproduction that exisgted among households
existed correspondingtiy among fhe ancestors of each
household. I't must pe remembered that in the communal mode
of produciion human beings are related to nature and to one
another in a two-fold manner. To the extent that nature

provides human beings with the raw materials cut of which



they.can fashion the means of their livelihood, their
relfation with nature is harmonious. To the extent that at
this point the forces of production are undeveloped, thus
preventing human beings from taming nature and subjecting it

to their needs, their relation with nature is characterised

by a contradiction. This same two-foid relation with nature

also characterises the refations of production and
reproduction that exist between and among people within this
mode; Depending on the nature of their ability to relate to
the natural forces, humans can either relate to one another

in a harmonious or a hostile way.

It is the case in 'rglation to the communal mode of

production, however, that on the whoile relations between

peopie remained harmonious. The contradictions that were
encountered were with nature. The_ideology cf "ancestors!"
as articutated within this mode expresses the "struggle
contexts” encountered by blacks during this time.

Describing a typical ritual occasion in which the ancestors
are being invoked to intervene J.L. Lebulu, in an amazingly
identical way to how black South Africans do it, says of the
Pare of Tanzania's practice:

"The 'protective charms’ were the technico-

symbolical devices whose purpose was to canaiize

the power of the supranatural forces. The

invocations in the form of{ prayers, were addressed
to these supranatural forces with the intention of

infiuencing their will and intention. The Pare
acknowiedged the superior position of these forces
(personalized) by offering sacrifices to them. The
sacrifice (mtaso) consisted in immoiating a bull or

a cow, a sheep or a geat, depending upon the gravity
of the matter or the circumstances which necessitated

the offering of the sacrifice. It was the duty of

the head of the family unit to preside over the

ritual and all the kinsmen were obliged to participate
in the sacrificial performance. Allowing the blood of

the sacrificial victim {o fiow and soak the ground,
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the officiating person would offer the victim to the
ancestry by mentioning their names in ascending order
insofar as his memory couid carry him. He wouid tell
them that he was giving them their share in the social
product of the family unit and wouid also thank them
for their protection and ask them to remain favourable
to their descendants and to protect them from any
subsequent danger. After the prayer the meat wouid be
shared by the members of the family unit".(11)

The function of the ideological domain of the communal mode
of production was to reproduce the social refations of

cooperation, in addition to providing symbolic mechanisms of

living the relations of contradiction between members of

househoids and the ﬁatural forces. The significance of an
all-pervasive ideological structure, in a society where an
organised military, political and economic ruling class that
could coerce people into cooperation was absent, is

underscored by Marx when he says of this cooperation under
other modes of production:

"The non-agricultural {abourers of an Asijatic
monarchy have littie but their individual bodily
exertions to bring to the task, but their number
is their strength, and the power of directing
these masses gave rise to the palaces and temples,
‘the pyramids, and the armies of gigantic statues
of which the remains astonish and perplex us. It
is that confinement of the revenues which feed
them, to one or a few hands, which makes such
undertakings possible. This power of Asiatic and
Egyptian kings, Etruscan theocrats, etc., has in
modern society been transferred to the capitalist,
whether he be an isolated, or as in joint-stock
companies, a collective capitatist”. (12)

Under the communal mode of production "the power of
directing masses" resided in a strong ideological domain.

One of the key aspects of this domain among black people in

South Africa was and sti!l is the role of "the {iving dead",

the "ancestors", "badimoe", “Amadlozi", “Sinyanya" as they
are variously calied among the different biack linguistic

groups.
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The ideology of "the ancestors" is first and foremost an
ideology of a pastoral and agricultural economy at the
communal staqge of development. This fact is reflected in
the commﬁnal character of -the values contained in this
ideology as well as by its crisis-oriented nature. More
importantily the ideology of "the ancestors" has a
structuring effect on ali other aspects of the general

ideological practices of the communal mode of production.

Thus the struggle for liberation under this mode -
liberation defined as the liberation of the productive
forces of a community - is structured by the communa! values

of the ideology of "the ancestors".

The other vestige of the communal mode of production is the
institution of "bogadi" (bride priceld. The ideoiogical

practice of “bogadi" or "{obola" (bride pricel) is closely

linked to the importance of the labour cBmposition of
households. People within househoids are an important part

of the productive forces of the households. For this reason
the (oss of a Vconstituent part of a household’s productive
forces to another househo!d through marriage was offset by
the exchange of this part of the forces with another part
from the receiving household. This was necessary in order
to try and maintain equality between househoids. The

ideology of “the ancestors"” is involved at every stage of
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the negotiations and arrangements of this exchange.

Besides, the "bogadi" serves also as a symbolic glue by
means of which the ancestors of the one hocusehold are

connected to the ancestors of the other, thus ensur-ing



solidarity relations for productive{ protective and for
social purposes. The forming of these solidarity relations
- enabled otherwise puny individual households to confront the

sometimes hostile natural forces as a strengthened unit.

t

The other institution which originates from the communal
mode of production is the "initiation", “"bogwera'" practice.
Here also the ideology of "the ancestors" is pervasive.

This practice, however, represents a progressive development
in the evolution of cooperative or solidary social relations

as an important force of production in the communal mode.

Here household boundaries are transgressed on the grounds

that those 'who are more or less the same age can belong

together by wvirtue of having been initiated together.
. ° {

Setiloane describes the initiation process well, albeit

without distinguishing elements that pomé from other modes

of production:

“This (initiation) can be achieved, by boys and
giris alike, only through a long and arduous

process of initiation which, starting at puberty,
may fast for two or three years before the final
intensive period of between two and six months’
training in the 'mophato’ (initiation school).

One aspect of the initiation period is an inten-
sification of the training of the girls around

the home. It takes a more communal nature, being
done in groups according to age., the whole community
taking the initiative and deciding the direction.
The young men stilt spending much time with the
cattle, but now as senior herd-boys, may be put to
communal tasks by the 'kgotla’' of the 'morafe’ - to
gathering firewood for some feast, to catching stray
cattie which destroy the crops, to weeding the

chief's fields... They may be called as a group to
the ’'kgotla’ to be whipped, for a flimsy reason..."(13)
The community could call on the initiation groups/age sets

to defend them together, to plough, harvest or weed fields



together, to compete with other age sets in the community in

communal practices like letsema (fabour gang} by
‘cooperatively undertaking a task on behalf of some
household. The solidarity bonds formed during the

initiation period were often the s3trongest co-operative
relations among members of the different households. The
importance of the initiation practice a3 an ideological
reproduction mechanism is underscored by Setiloane:

"Propriety with regard to sexual relationship

and practice in and outside the home is given a
very prominent pliace in the 'mophato’ teaching.
During this period, people of opposite sex are not
aliowed even to come near. ... Any disregard of
this taboo ... is punished by the initiands them-
seives, of whatever sex, by inflicting a thorough
thrashing on the offender there and then.

Socially 'mophato’ separates youths from the life
of childhood and brings them to the threshhold of
adulthood. It conditions them emotionally to the
mores of the group and moulds them into unified
age-sets. ... At the same time it introduces them
to the supreme right of adults - that of communi-
cating directly with 'badimo', who play such an
integraf part in their {ives. In contrast, a '‘man’
who has not been initiated is a perpetual boy,
Moshimane, and the woman a Lethisa. ... No such one
could marry, nor partake in the coeuncils of men or
women . Uninitiated men were spurned by women as
incomplete beings and uninitiated women despised by
men and other women"_ (14)

In the context of the communal mode of production, health
care - physical and psychological - was the responsibiiity
of whole households, especially the father jn the home .
Knowledge of herbs, mixtures, and divinations by ot or by
dreams was a social property. Each man in the household was
at once a priest,‘a medicine man, a lawyer. That is to say.
each man was a "Ngaka', "Nyanga', “nganga" o f his own
househoid. Gelfand, alihcugh concerned about the "Ngaka*'
under other modes of prcduction, describes his functions for

all times in the black community:
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"European society has no one quite like the
nganga, an individua! to whom people can turn in
every kind of difficulty. He is a doctor in
sickness, a priest in religious matters, a lawyer
in legal issues, a policeman in the detection of
crime, a possessor of magical preparations which
can increase crops and instili {(sic) special
skills and talents into his ciients. He fills a

great need in society, his presence gives

assurance in the whole community”. (15)
fn the communai mode this function was not a specialist
activity; it was part of the tasks of each Household. In
other words househoids or combinations of households carried
out the struggle for fiberation from disease, ignorance,

disasters, and dependency on natural forces, as househoids.

Various kinds of survival strategies, technical and
cultural, were devised. Many of these reappear in 6ther
modes of production ref!écting the barbaric nature of
oppressed people’s position within the social relations of
these supposedly more advanced modes . The enormous
techneclogical advances that have been made in these other
modes benefit certain classes-only. The reappearance of the
communal! mode’s cultural practices of survival reflects
new forms under the dominating practices of, especkaliy
monopoly capitalism. They reappear as cultura! weapons gf
struqgqle as opposed to mere survival strategies. This is
necessijitated by the nature of the encounter between
colonised oppressed people and the colonising oppressing
culture of capitalism. John Breukman has aptly
characterised this process:

"The capitalist mode of production has evolved by

transforming, In twec ghases, the relaticn between
the ecopomic and the symbolic dimensions of social
fife. in its first phase, it severed the economic¢

from the symboiic, dissolving earlier social
formations and producing the social conditions

that Marx analyzed. But this process, which was
always incomplete and contradictory, had consequences
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which have led to the second phase of capitalism.
Mow the economy, moving for itseif, attempts to
subsume the symbolic

Wage labor reconstitutes labor as an expenditure of
enerqgy productive of exchange value. It separates
from this activity all other expenditures of the
body's energy, which, having been designated
unproductive, manifest themselives in forms of erotic,
aesthetic, and religious experience. These then
stand in a complietely eccentric relation to the
dominant structuring force of society, namely, the
economy” . (16)

The point, then, of re-situating bfack theofogy within the
culturai struggles of the communal mode of production is to
save it fro& the kind of historical amnesia that disables a
liberation movement from recognising its own weapons of
struggle when they resurface under .different conditions.
Stanley Aronowitz recognises this to have been the probilem
of the new left movement in the strugglies of the 1960s in
the United States of America:

"Much of the new left was guilty of a kind of
collective amnesia, having rejected the idea that

historical knowledge and living traditions could
prevent repetition of past errors. Action/experience
was to take precedence over history and memory. in

this respect, one cannot but be impressed by the
naivete of the widely disseminated notion ’'Don’'t
trust anybody over thirty’, the proposition that
older people are somehow a priori plagued by
memories and beliefs, habits of thought and action,
that ought to be buried”.(17)

The tributary Mode of Production

Black history and black culture are, like all other
histories and cultures, not static. The communal mode of

economic production was altered and repiaced by another mode

"

around h i4th and i5th century A.D. The new mode was
based on the tributary social relations of production. By

this is meant an economic s3ystem where tribute paying was a

basi¢c means of surplus extraction. It is under this mode of
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production that the chieftainship developed as the dominant

political structure. In this svystem of production cwnership
of the means of livelihood (land, cattle, implements) is
stilil largely communal, but the generation of a surplus in

economic production has already aliowed the beginnnings of
class and state formation.  The relative development of
technology and labour organisation in this mode

"necessitates the end of the dominance of kinship
(which can continue to exist but only as a vestige
dominated by another rationalityl. The forms of
property corresponding to this second step are those
which enable the dominant class to contro! access to
the tand and by means of this to extract tribute
from the peasant producers. The extraction of this
tribute is controifed by the dominance of ideology,
which always takes the same forms: state religion or
quasi religion".(18)

Hence under the influence of this mode the chief rather than
the fathers of the households becomes the priest; medical

and psychiatric activities are also alienated from the

household to a specialist group of "Nvangas/Dingaka®, who

are now responsiblie first of all to the chief. Military
service .is no longer a cooperative activity of the ablie~

bodied persons of each household but the drafting and

mobilisation of age regiments/Mephato under the controi of
the chief or the chief's deputies. The ancestors of the
chief become the chief;ancestors in an hierarchical
structure of ancestors.’ While under the communal system
"the central contradictions were between elders and juniors

and between elders and women, (19) under the tributary system
the <contradictions are between the chief, nobility,
retainers, on the one side, and the Eliders, commoners,

foreigners and slaves, on the other side.
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At this early stage of the development of tributary

relations in Africa, production, was, however, stifi
production of use-values, and not exchange values. As Amin
puts it: i

"The product kept by the producer is itself directly
a use value meant for consumption, in general, for

the producer’'s own consumption. But the product
extracted by the exploiting class is also directiy a
use-value for this class. The essence of this

tributary mode then is a natural economy, without

exchange but not without transfers (tribute is one)

and redistributions” _ (201}
The contradictions of this social~economic system consist in
its practice of the social refations of dominance which were
sealad by social and feligious ideology. Amin is right in
asserting that:

“{t is worth recalling that this domination aids in

the extraction of the surplus, while the ideology of

kinship in the communal mode, where jdeology is also

dominant, aids in the reproduction of relations of
cooperation and domination but not of exploitation”.(21)

The eariy stages of the tributary economic system remain

characterised by the persistence of communa i values and
practices. These exist side by side with new practices
pecuiijar to the tributary mode. Incipient economic
exploitation in the form of transfers is offset by the
redist;ibutive economic¢ - justice. The irony and inherent
contradiction of this set-up is, however, is captured by

Jean Comaroff when she writes:

"The encompassment of the househeld within the
political economy was actuaiiy conceived of in
terms of the 'natural’® progression of kin groups
ihto the nation (morafe); and chiefly extraction

was couched in the terms of agnatic seniority, a
relationship idealized as one of paternma! respon-
sibifity as wel!l as authoritative ficence. The

chief, after all, was the 'father of the peopie’'".(22)



Cooper has identifiea the material basis that formed the
backdrop of the black struggie in the tributary mode of
production. Criticising Schapera's theoreticaiily inadequate
descriptién of the Ngwato Kingdom in Botswana, Cooper
points out that "the allocation of grazing, arable, hunting
and residential land"” constituted the "fulcrum around which

this whole structure revotved".(23)

The precise moment at which the transitioﬁ from the communal
to the tributary mode took place is not known: it could oniy
be deduced theoretically. The change in the control over
the means of production and, concomitantiy, the forces of
production, indicates that wherein the change consists.
This is so especially since it is these power relations over
the forces of production that diajectically structure and
are structured by the feiations of production, thus
resulfting in specific patterns of appropriation of the

products of Jlabour.

In 1ine with this development the ideclogical and pofitical
‘power base shifts from households and homesteads to wards
and the nation. Cooper articuitates this cleariy:

"It must be stressed that within the kingdoms the

ward was more fundamental! than the family group,

which was a residue from an earlier mode. It was

to the ward headman that arabie land was distributed

and he in turn distributed it, via the family group

senior, to the different homesteads".(24)
Jack Lewis has correctly identified the fundamental
problematic in the study of social struggies in the

tributary mode as being the refationship between homestead

based units of production and the chief. It would, however,
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be more' theoretically and empirically accurate to add that
the "chief" here must be seen as a symbo} of a class, a

tribute exacting ruting class.

Thus many of the ideolog{cal functions thgl pertained to the
ancestors in the‘communal mode altso shifted to the chief and
the chief's aﬁcestors. As Lewis puts the matter:

"The Xhosa economy depended on the availability of

tand to absorb the conflicts generated by the
struggle to controif the two most important

resources - cattie and people. Both of these

were highly mobile... The primary function of the
Xhosa chief was to symbolise the attachment of the
pecpie to their cattie and their lands. Land,
however, is a fixed resource and ensuring the
availability of adequate land (both qualitatively

and quantitat{vely) was the most immediate
oraobiem confronting the chief in maintaining the
political unity of chiefdom”_ (25}

in the tributary mode the ideology of the c¢chief and the

chieftainship repiaces the ideofogy of the ancestors. The
ideology of. the ancestors is "royalised" in such a way that
its basic character as -a symbol of how a communal ly
structured_ society lived ité relation to its material
conditions is fundamentally eroded. Iinstead, what emerges
is a new ideology, called by an old name, whereby the

contradictions between people and nature are over-determined
by a hierarchically structured social system. Lewis
summarises the nature of the black struggle within the
tributary‘mode when he writes in respect of the Xﬂosa that:

"The history of the Xhosa may, in large measure,

be viewed as the process of the creation of chief-
doms in response to the intensification of the
contradiction between the chie{ and the mass of
households. More specificaliy, it may be viewed

as the outcome of the contradiction between the
chief (and his supporters amongst the rich heads of
househoids, who enjoyed a close political relation-
ship with him) and the poor indebted members of
these households and young men who wished to marry



and establish houséholds of their own".(26)

Thus in the communal mode of production the black struggle
took the form of developing the technological and
ideological instruments to mediate between_produders and the
natural environment. An the tributary mode, however, in

addition to the ongaing struggfe to tame nature for meeting

human needs, the biack struggle is further characterised by

a political and idealogical resistance to a ruting class
that forever imposes its will on the rest of the populiace.
A black thealogy of liberation, therefore, must of

necessity, trace the trajectory of the struggie in which it

seeks to participate to the fate of the ”Eristocracy of

absence” in this mode and in the mode that predates this
Y

one. It is necessary to do this in order to avoid neo-

colonial pitfalls which ‘have characterised most African
struggies. it is also important to be aware that many of
these pitfalls resutit from theoretical errors inherent in
the different readinas of the black struggle. Some readings
of this struggle, especially within black theoiogy, tend to
bracket out black history and culture as the basis of the
struggle. The black strugglie, however, tends, to falter
wherever and whenever it ceases to be informed by a critical

reading of black history and culture.

The Capitalist Mode of Production

In South Africa, as in other parts of the world, the advent

£

of the capitalist mode of production Was preceded oy a
historically and logically prior phase which Mar x has
called "the primitive accumulation phase". This is the

historical process whereby the original producers and owners
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of the means of production are disposessed and transformed
into the possessors of marketablie labour power . As Marx
succinctly describes it:

"The capitalist system pre-supposes the completé

separation of the labourers from aill property in

the means by which they can realise their labour.

...The process, therefore, that clears the way for

the capitalist system, can be none other than the

process which takes away. from the labourer the

possession of his means of production; a process

that transforms, on the one hand, the social

means of subsistence and of production into

capital, on the other, the immediate producers
into wage-labourers."(28)

Mar x ehcapsulates. <in this paragraph, a significant
theoretical for understanding the black strugglie within
capitalist South Africa. The importance of this
theoretical perspective is in indicating a. historical
starting point (the primitive accumulation process) for a
completely resfructured bitack struggle. Neverthetless, the
contemporary character of this. strugglie <cannot be fully
understood without{ bearing in mind its pre-capitalist

history, as outlined above. .

Guy has studied the ©process whereby the black strugglie was

restructured within Zulu society, in Natgl at thg time of
the advent of capitalism. The forces of “primitive
accumulation" against which the Iblack .struggle was
redirected' introduced new diménsi;ns and fostered new
responses by black people. Jeff Guy calls the wentire
process whereby this took pilace "the destruction and
reconstruction of Zuiu society”.(29) According to Guy

attempts by colonjial capital to separate the Zulu producers
from their means of production by direct assault failed in

1879 when the British and colonial troops suffered severe
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reverses on the battiefigld. Having thus failed to impose a
direct military siege on biack peopile in Zulutiand, the
British colonialists sought other means. The history of the
destruction of Zulu society by alternative means to military

obliteration vindicates Cabrai'®s words:

"The ideal of foreign domination, whether imperialist

or not, lies in this alternative: either to eliminate
practicatiy all the population of the dominated
country, thereby excluding the possibilities of a

cultural resistance; or to succeed in imposing itself
without damage to the culture of the dominated people,
that is, to harmonize economic and political
domination of these people with their cuitural
personality”.(30)

Guy argues that the British colonialists chose the second of
Cabral’'s alternatives in their attempts to destroy and
reconstitute Zulu society. According to Guy, this choice
was rationalised in the following manner:

“The reorganisation of the existing chiefly stratum

and the traditiona!l production system wouid free

the peopie of Zululand from the tyranny of the

Zulu dynasty and they would gladly accept the
restoration of the 'natural’ Nguni system of

homestead production under chiefly rule. At the
same time, it was said, progress would be ensured
by the overal! authority of white magistrates and

the right of appeal to their courts. The
imposition of the hut-tax would substitute the
civilising influence of wage labour for the
barbaric demands of Zu!u military service and would
have the added advantage of covering the
administrative costs of the colony".(31)

The.retention and recegnition, however, of pre-coionial
black culture was more‘ apparent than reai. Guy points out
that while the chieftainship, for instance, was a pre-
colonial feature, “chiefs and their duties, had to be

altered subsiantitiaily before they could beccme a Teature of
the colonial system”" . (32) This observation is corroborated
by Cabral who points out that there is no historical

evidence to support the supposition that foreign domination



can be imposed without damage to the culture of the

dominated people.(33)

The culture of the colonised people, being both the outcome

and a determinant of their history, represents a
contradiction to the mode of production of the colonising
forces. It hgs to be distorted first before it can be used
against the history and peopie of which it is a product.
But even this process of attempting to distort or subjugate
black culture represents an arena of fierce struggles, as

the history of the missionaries attests.

Anthony Dachs in a study of missionary penetration of the
Tswana group in South Africa demonstrates how culture became
the terrain of strugglie by black peoplie against colonialism.
He writes of how Mothibi, the chief of Batl!haping section of
the Tswana, refused to aliow the missionaries in the 19th
century to settie among his people:

"Worse than that, 'the thfngs which (missionaries}

teach are contrary to aill our customs, which the

people will not give up’. Obviously here Mothibe,(sic)

knowing of the missionary effects upon the

neighbouring Griquas, particulariy in the reform

of dress and attack on polygamy, feared that the

missionaries wouid subvert tribal retltigion and
custom on which his own authority is based".(34)

The black strugg!e.against colonialism assumed a double
form. There was a level of the struggie characterised by
the resistance of the pre-colonial ruling classes, the
cniefs and their retainers against foreign domination, in
order to protect their authority. This aspect of the Dlack
struggle tended to vascilate between support for the genéral

values and customs of black heop!e and collusion with thpse
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aspects of colonjialtism that appeared like they might
buttress the power of the traditional ruiing classes. The
other level consisted of the struggles waged by those

members of the black communities who were traditionally
oppressed and exploited by the pre-colonial rulers
themselves and, were now also about to be subjected to

oppression and exploitation by the colonial rulers.

The importance of distinguishing between these two forms of
the cultural struggle becomes <clear when one considers haow
inimical the view of a homogeneous (classless) African
culture can be to the contemporary struggle for liberation.
This is so because often black peoplie appropriate oppressive
aspeéts of the cultture whose class origins and functions

relate to the struggles‘of the ruling classes.

The black people of South Africa understood more than the
missionaries the subversive nature of foreign religion to
the cuilture and society of the people where it is preached.

For this reason the Tswana, for example, held strongly that

"*the missionaries could, if they wished, reside at the
Kuruman and come to Lattakoo 'to trade but not to
teach’'".(35)

The missionaries, -however, understood the subversive

character of class on culture more than the black people of

South Africa. For as Cabral writes:
"Knowing this reality, colcnialism, which represses
or inhibits significant cultural expression at the
grass roots on the part of the mass of the people,
supports and protects the prestige and culturat
influence of the ruling class at the summit. It
installs chiefs whom it trusts and who are more or
less accepted by the population, gives them various
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material privileges inciuding education for their
eldest chiidren, creates chiefdoms where they did
not exist, establishes and develops cordial
relations with reiigious leaders... Above all, by
means of the repressive organs of colonial admini-
stration, it ensures the economic and social
privileges of the ruling class in retation to the
mass of the peopie".(36)

And as Dachs has shown in respect of Mothibi and his
retainers, that having initially resisted the missionaries
in support of their people and their culture; they finally
yielded to their ciass tastes:

"Piaying on Mothibe’s appetite for sharing in
the missionaries’ wealth and skilis, Read
gradually won over the chief, by showing him
*favors' and making him gifts. By March 1817 he
could cltaim that ’'the King is my friend’. Read
dealt similarly with the Tlhaping headmen,
particuiarly those who opposed missionary

settlement most strongly. Thus he won over Maklak,
'the next chief' to Mothibe and ’'the chief oppocser
of Missionaries’'. Politically the shower of gifts

and favours paid off for when Read’'s presence at
Lattakoo was challenged in pitso (people’s
assemblyl), Mothibe, his brother Molala and many
headmen, inciuding Makiak, who were al{l]l sharing in
the material benefits of missionary settliement,
sprang stoutly to his defence".(371}

The primitive accumuiation process, however, is usually,
historically, unable to oVercome the culturai resistance of
the indigenous peopie by using purely cultural mechanisms.
in order thgt this process should be succeésfully set in
motion more repressive measures such as a military and legal
siege on the indigenous people is a precondition. Thus the
first phase of the forceful subjugation and separation from
their means of production of the black people of South
Africa had to do with the wars of conquest/resistance
between the cclonisers and the indigenous people. Lebamang
Sebidi has summarised this phase wel!l when he concludes that

both in respect of the 17th century struggies of the Khoisan
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and the 186th and 19th century " struggles of the "African"

tribes, the issue was the forceful separation of the
indigenous producers from their means of production. He
writes:

"There are two points that one would wish to make

here, namely, that the Khoisan did not willingly
submit to their systematic incorporation into
foreign, white rule; and that the Khoisan base -~ land
and cattle - was the bone of contention between these

indigenous people and their white foreigners, right
from the onset.

The land had been foundational to the lives of the
indigenous people. When they lost the land, they
fost their independence and their ability to shape
and determine their history. The natives lost the
tand, but not without struggling valiantiy to keep
it This is what we wou!ld refer to as the
tribatistic phase of the struggle. |t was
characterised by the individual African tribes
struggling to hold on to their ltand. ... The

beginning of the twentieth century saw almost every
tribe or clan in South Africa virtually

incorporated into the socio-political and economic
system of the white settlers. The conquest was atl
but complete at the turn of the present century" (38)

The period of transition from pre-capitalist to capitalist

societies in South Africa, following the forcible
destruction of the material bases of pre-capitalist
formations, took place between the 1880s and 1940s. The

various forms that this took in the various parts of the

counfry have been documented by historians. (39) The black

struggle in this period is characterised by a life which
"represented a transitional stage between servitude and
independence, between pre-capitalist and capitalist
societies and between potential for stock accumuliation and
the tikelihood of poverty or wage labour" . (40) The point of
the onslaught on black agricuttura! producers and stoci

owners was at every .stage to create a class oft wage
labourers on the basis of which capitalist production could

be set on its feet. But as Brown has pointed out:
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" ..most inimical to the deveiopment of productive
capitalism proper in South Africa was the structural
limitations of the state in the Transvaal, and of the
division of South Africa into separate states; both
of these impeded the large-scale creation and ¢control
of a wage labour force. This last constituted the
sine gua non of the emergent CMP (Capitalist Mode of
Production)"_ (41) '

Until this period of transition the dominant form of
capitalist penetration in South Africa had been mercantile
capitalism. This form of capitalisam is characterised by the

dominance of exchange relations as opposed to the productive

relations which are the key feature of industrial
capitalism. Iin order to establish an industrial capitalist
political economy, South Africa needed a State that could

restructure the entire country in such a way as to establish

a single political economy.

The British imperial military intervention in South Africa
in the form of the Anglo-Boer war 1899-1902 represants an
attempt on the part of capital to extend the industrial

capitalist productive relations over the whole of South

Africa. This entire process has its landmark in the
creation of the South African state in 1910, Marks and
Trapido make the point weli when they write:

"The goal of British poticy in Southern Africa -

whatever the rhetoric of the war years - had
little to do with granting Africans political
rights, or with '"freedom and justice'. Iimperial
goals are determined by imperial ends: in the

case of southern Africa, there was n¢ intention

to change the property relations already existing
in the regicn, though the war and the recanstruc-
tion which follcwed it were intended to transform
the nature of the class structure of the territory
by hastening the development of a capitatist state
which would be more fully capable of fulfilling
the demands of the mining industry".(42)
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Thus the Anglo-Boer war, while representing the British
finance 'capital's programme of seeking to establish a

political state that could oversee the general development

of capitalism in -South Africa, aiso sought to create
conducive conditions for large scale proletarianisation.
The contradictions of this period have, in terms of the
black struggle, been brifliantly <captured by Krikler.(43)
He points out how bilack peasant underclasses in the

Transvaal attempted to take advantage of the War to advance
their own class interests. They spied on the Boers for the
British, they plundered the livestock of the Boer, they
occupied for themselves the land which had been occupied by
the Boers. Krikler makes the point, correctly, that the
black peasant underclasses understood what was happening as
a reversal of what had happened to them:

"Iin the aftermath of the war, they were said to

be 'preparing to approach’' the Government 'on the
subject of additional fand being given to them in
consideration of the services they rendered during
the war'. In the north-western Transvaai, tenants
evidently 'expected great things in the way of free
grants of land after the war’'. And, as has already
been noted, in the northern Transvaal, rural blacks
expected the return of ancestral lands appropriated
by the Boers. in the eastern reaches of the coiony,
the Pedi peasantry sought the extension of its lands
at the expense of the property of land companies to

whom land had been alienated before the war...".(44)
The black peasant underciasses totalily misread the
intentions of the British imperiatists in dectgring war
against the Boers. The war was not fought against private

property, nor was it an intervention on behatlf of Africans
in order to reverse their dispossession. On the contrary,
the war was fought in order to subjugate and integrate both

the Boer jandiords and the black proletariat into the newly
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created capitalist social formation, This nrocess
culminated in the formuifation of the Union of South Africa

in 191Q.

In order thus to reverse @he gains that the black peasant
undercliasses had made during the war, the British capitaiist
colonial state gave over perr to a settier capitalist State
whose responsibility it was to take necessary pclitical and
legal actions to guarantee the functioning of the new social
formation. But even before this time, mechanisms for
reconstituting the Boer ftandlords were set in motion by the
British administration. As Krikler points out, however, the
restored class was also a mutated class:

"But if the world of the landowﬁers was réstored

in the aftermath of the Boer War, it was not quite

the same world. A series of mutations were

engineered within it. The local NC (Native

Commissioner), whilst crucial to landlord authority,
was no longer simply synonymous with the prominent

fandowners of a particular area: local policies were
now meshed into the much wider programme by which
the full development of capitalism in the Transvaal
was to be achieved. Within class relaticns them-
selves, changes were wrought of momentous

importance for the future. The post-war NCs

knew well—-enough the archaic nature of the regime

of the landlords, its dependence upon various forms
of unfree labour".(45)

Krikier concludes that there are at least three rzasons why

the objectives of "the class war of 1899-1902" failed to
come to fruition for the agragrian workers. First.‘ the
British Administration, bQ means ¢t coercive measures, did
not allow the former black agricultural and pastoral

peasants to be reunited to their means of sroduction by
retaining the fand and stock that they had repossessed from
the Boers. Second, the two-level nature of the biack

struggle - compromising the traditional rulers and the



traditionally oppressed <cilasses - undermined the ability of
the blacks to maintain their resistance to proletariani-
sation:

"it was no accident that the British bribed the
village elders with gun-licences to spur them in-
to encouraging their followers to surrender their
arms; Staniey Trapido has suggestively argued that
one of the reasons for the rapid re-establishment
of the rural order in 'the Transvaal after the war
was the re-introduction of labour-recruiting which
made 'chiefs more willing to coilaborate once
more'".(46) .

Krikler's third reason why the black struggle faited in its

objectives during the war is worth citing at length, because
it represents also an indication of why subsequent struggles
changed, and especially only about a decﬁde after the war.
He writes:

"“Third, rural workers were unable to ensure a
final expropriation of their exploiters because
their struggle was overwhelmingly unco-ordinated
and spontaneous in nature. It was, in fact,

this factor which rendered them unable to vault
over the two conditions of their failure mentioned
above. The underclasses lacked revolutionary
organisation and strategy. Only these wouid have
given Agrarian workers - whether on farms or on
communal ltands - the weapons with which to
continue fighting for a worid without landlords.
That world they temporarily achieved, but often
simpty by following in the direction that their
alienation and spontaneous acts of resistance led
them. They could not hold on to that world, or
prevent its retreat, without an idea of a new
society and the organisation requisite to
materialise that idea".(47)

After 1910 the legal and political apparatus existed for
further eroding what successes the black struggie might have
achieved during the Boer  war. One monumental iegisiative
~intervention of the new capitalist state was the Natives’
Land Act of 1913. The Act was without a doubt aimed at

intensifying the process of primitive accumuliation, which as

noted earlier, is the precondition of capitaiist production
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- proper. The Act was to strengthen the position of the
capitatist landlords and‘to,dispossess the independent black
peasantry and to turn them into possessors of labour power
only. Keegan, has, however, warned against overstating the
significance of legislative intervention in the
restructuring of class relations:

“1f the history of South Africa’'s countryside

demonstrated anything, it is that legisliative

edict and administrative fiat have little force

in shaping the substance and context of class

struggle unless the material conditions are also

propitious. The struggle was conducted in the

countryside, not in parliament. State inter-

vention did, however, alter the power relations

implticit in that struggie®".(48)
The national onsliaught of the national state and economy on

the bltack indigenous peoples of South Africa, in the pos?

Boer War period, provoked the need for a national response

to oppression and exploitation. This response crystallised
and consolidated in the formation of the African National
Congress in 1912, The black response, as an expression of

the new form of the black struggle, was, however, heavily

framed by the historicai defeat of black people by the

forces of capitalist expansion. Admittediy, "the struggie
was not over, it had only shifted from physical {o
intellectual! plane” . (49) Be that as it may,  -the formation
of the African National Congress heralded an era of black

political discourse by means of which the past, present and
future black political practice would be guided. From this
time on, the struggle against colonisation would be waged,
like the sérugg!e in pre-cotfoniatl times, both at the jevel
of practice and at the level .of deliberate discursive
grticulation. The black struggle in the context of the

capitalist mode of production, i3, however, more complex, if
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only because it is waged against more complex ideolfcgies and
practices. The compiications and contradictions of the
black struggle itself were alrgady evident in the
motivations of the early proponents of a national response
to capitatlist colonialism. Pix[ey ka Isaka Seme combined,
in a curious way, his covetousness of the cépita)ést
civilization with his hatred of its dispossession of his
people when he motivated the formation of the Nationatl

Congress in this way:

"There is today among all races and men a general
desire for progress, and for cooperation, because
cooperation wifl facilitate and secure that
progress. This spirit is due no doubt to the

great triumph of Christianity which teaches men
everywhere that in this worid they have a common
duty to perform both towards God and towards one
another. It is natural, therefore, that there
should arise even among us this striving, this
self-conscious movement, and sighing for Union.
We are the last among all the nations of the
earth to discover the priceless jewels of co-
operation, and for this reason the great gifts
of civilisation are least known among us today.
} repeat, cooperation is the key and the watch-
word which opens the door, the everlasting door

which leads into progress and all national
success. The greatest success shall come when
man (sic) shall have learned to cooperate, not
only with his own kin but with atli peoples and
with all life".(50)

The middle class origins and character of the eariy black
political discourse have been documented.(51) This
discourse constituted the theoretical weapons for fighting
black oppression and expioitation; but it also représented a

specific mode of appropriating btack history and black

culture. The black political discourse is a product of
class struggies, a record of class struggles, .as welil as an
arena and a weapon of class struggles. This fundamental

class character of the liberation struggle and of the
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culture of the people waging it has been aptly captured by

Cabral:

"The experience of colonial domination shows that,
in an attempt to perpetuate exploitation, the
colonizer not only creates a whoie system of
repression of the cuiftural tife of the colonized
people, but also provokes and develops the
cultural alienation of a part of the poputation,
either by supposed assimilation of indigenous
persons, or by the creation of a social gulf
between the aboriginal elites and the mass of the
people. As a result of this process of division
or of deepening the divisions within the society,
it follows that a considerable part of the
population notabiy the urban or peasant ’'petty
bourgeoisie’, assimiiates the colonizer’s
mentality, and regards itself as culturally
superior to the people to which it belongs and
whose cultural values it ignores or despises...

A spiritual reconversion ~ of mentalities - is
thus seen to be vital for their true integration
in the liberation movement. Such reconversion -
re-Africanization in our case - may take place
before the struggle, but is complieted only

during the course of the struggle, through daily
contact with the mass of the people and the
communion of sacrifices which the struggle
demands" . (52

All black politjcal and cultural discourses and practices
since the complete defeat of black resistance to coloniatltism

at the turn of the century, have displayed the one or other

of the class choices despribed by Cabrat. In fact the
African National Congress represented and continues to
represent a particular class discourse. The Pan Africanist
Congress, which broke away from the ‘African National

Congress in 1959 also represents its own brand of class

discourse and practice. Similarly, the Black Consciousness

Movement which came into being under the objiective and

subjective conditions of the late 1960s and the earl}ly 1870s,
constitutes a particular articulation of class political and

cultural discourse. In the case of the latter political
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movement the point i3 ciearly shown in item (bl)(iv) of the
Preamble of its constitution:
"Since class oppressicn manifests itself in colour

terms, the phitosophy of Biack Consciousness, a
dynamic product of objective conditions, has ang

shai{il continue to galvanise the people towards our
liberation and, as such constitutes an indispensablie
mobilising force in the struggie for self-

determination".(53)

Eariier in this chapter, it Nas arqued that the black

struggie manifested itself in a two-fold form during the
tributary stage. The one level of the struggle was

represented by the efforts and desires of the tributary
ruling class and its retainerss; the other ievel expressed
itself in terms of thé attempts of the "commoners" in the
African communities to wrest a living from nature and to

resist the impositions of the ruling classes.

The post-1910 political and cultural discourses of the biack

struggle, especially as represented by the ANC, the PAC, the

BCM and recently the United Democratic Front, and the

Azanian Peopte’'s Organisation have expressed the variocus
permutations of the first level of the struggle - the ruling
class level, and onily very mildly some elements of the
second level. It is also the case that the various
poltitical movements have contained in their discourses more
or less of the one or other of the eiements of both levels

of the struggie.

The Black conscicusness philoscphy has been able to give

:birth to a btltack theotogy of liberation because of its

identification with the concerns and aspirations af the

"commoners'" in the black community since pre-coloniai times.
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It is for this reason that Takatso Mofokeng can argue that
Bltack Consciousness is the phiiosocphy whereby the creation
of a new black subject is made possible and by which

conformist action is critiqued:

"Here we are concerned with Biack Consciocusness as
a positive negation of any action of the oppressed
that is determined by values, culture and history
that causes, and perpetuates suffering. The new

black subjects undertake concrete action that willil
open up the future. The discarded history of the

oppressed, ... provides symbols that inform and
transform their consciousness and dynamize their
action. For this .to happen this history is inter-
preted no longer in the light of the value system
of the oppressor but in the jight of this new
Black Conscicusness. ... The new subjects re-

appropriate this history, transiate its lessons

into appropriate and effective actions, thereby

continuing it".(54)
The reason for raising the question of the class and
ideological commitments of the various pofitical andg
cultural discourses of the various liberation movements is

in order to point out that the appropriation of the black

struggle as a biblical hermeneutical starting point, is not

101

unproblematic. Clasi_iﬂjrﬂiggological choices have to bg
made,_Eﬁffyiﬁﬁajnﬁﬁmbiﬁpk“msiiyggie_ is _not a  homogeneous
;;;;omenon._ But whatever choices are made between the
—

various discourses of the struggle, they wilil at Ieasf roct

the struggie to some measure in black history and culture -
the latter two alone being able to provide the weapons for
reading the Bible in genuinely liberative terms for black

people in Scuth Africa.

As for black theology, in order te be genuinely {iberative
in its use of the Bible, it will have to identify for itseif

contemporary formé of black history and culture that will



better situate it so it can reapprooriate past struggles of

black peoplie in a critical and hermeneutically fruitfui way.

The purpoge of this chapter_ was to highlight some of the
features of the biack struggle which must be presupposed and
must inform any attempt to develop a black bibltical
hermeneutics of Iiberation. The various forms of
appropriating this struggle determine the various uses of
the Bible by black theologians. That is to say, how bilack
theologians are located within the longer and wider black
history and culture influences the bibiical hermeneutical

lenses they develop.

The process of fiberative biblical hermeneutical
appropriaticon, however, is a long one that begins with a

critical appreciation of the hiétory and culture of the

hermeneuticians. It then moves on to an appr=z2ciation of the
historical and cuiftural strugglies of the bibfical
communities before finally confronting the signified
expressions of those struggles in the texts. Thus the next

two chapters represent an attempt at a materialist reading

of the bibitical texts as an integral part of the process of

a materialist use of these texts in the black struggle for
liberation.

The rest of this study must, therefore, keep in mind the
"struggie"” contexts which were identified in the various

nhases and forms of the black history and culture in this
chapter. The Communal, Tributary, Coionial and modern
Capitafist modes of proeduction represent the "struggle”

contexts that informs the contemporary discourses of the
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black struggle. The class and ideoclogical choices made vis-
a-vis these contexts will determine the specific

hermeneutical tools for reading and using the Bibie.
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HAPTER 4

@]

A MATERIALIST READING OF MICAH

lntroduction

Biblical scholarsr have aiways been aware of the tendency in
biblical literature whereby older traditions are reused to
address the needs of new situations. The whoie question of
the reappearande of themes and motifs in different contexts
at different times exemplifies this process. This creation
of new traditions by means of old ones has in fact besen seen
as a natural order of things in the internal hermeneutics Qf
the Bible. As Deist put it, "It is the primary function of
tradition to explain the new in terms of the ofd and in that
way to authorize the new".(1) Qon Rad has gone further and
drawn attention to the fact that in the biblical literature

not onty do we have a reapplication of old themes and

motifs, but we are confronted with what are in fact
historical data alongside a "spiritualising interpretation
of these data".(2) = According to him there is a unifying

principle that keeps the various traditions together:

“In the process the old disassociated traditions
have been given a reference and interpretation
which in most cases was foreign to their original
meaning.... Only the reader is not aware of the
tremendous process of unification fying beningd
the picture given in the source documents. " (3)

Until recently, however, the historical-ideological
significance of the "unified giversity" of bibiical

fiterature seems te nhave eluded Bibltical schalars. By this



is meant that although scholars have noticed the disparate
character of the material and the manner in which it has

been p}ecariously held together by what they have called

"theological! interpretative themes’, they have nevertheless
failed to see the ideological unity that pervades most of
the Bible.

Iin recent times new directions have emerged. Gottwald’'s

monumental book, - The Tribes of Yahweh, breaks new ground in

a radical way. Amongst other things, Gottwald argues

convincingly for the cultic-ideological origins of the texts

of the Bible.(4) A number of other scholars follow, mutatis

mutandis, a similar procedure to that of Gottwaid.(5)

It is to be noted, however, that the ideological unity of a

text, notwithstanding the Jiterary and other disparities in

that very text, is not discernible as a matter of natural

course to every reader. Onjthe contrary, specific kinds of
ideoiogical questions put to the text as a resulit of
particular kinds of ideological commitments and practices,
are necessary for the detection of the text’s own practices.
The wuse of =a historical materialist method to reconstruct
the social system and practices behind the text of Micah in
this chapter is a result of a theoretical commitment that

issues out of a concurrent commitment to the black struggile

for liberation from capitalism, racism, sexism and
imperiaiism in South Africa. bt is salutary to observe that
most, if not a!l;_ of the materialist exeget:c;! and
hermeneutical studies of the Bibte that we have seen in
recent times share this irdeological orientation to real

poltitical strugglies.



A Materialist method was used to dei'ineate the struggies

that produced and inhere in black history and culture. A

similar method will be employed to connect us with the
struggies behind and in the text of the Bible. It i3,
therefore, worth recalling the following noints in this
regard.

How a society produces and reproduces its life is
fundamentally conditioned by its mode of production. The

legal., re|igipus, potitical and philosophical spheares of
society develop on the basis of the mode of production and
refer back to it. Any approach, therefore, that seeks to
employ a materialist method must inquire into (1) the nature
of the mode of production, (2) the constellation of classes
necessitated by that mode, (3) the natur; of the ideological
manifestatiohs arising out of and referring backAto that

mode of production.

Material Conditions of the Book of Micah:

The Mode of Production

Given a proper theoretica! framework, it does not take much
to realise that the lsraelite monarchical system was basesd
on a tributary mode of production. Since, however, the
concept of a mode of production is a }heoretécai
abstraction, it is ihportant to give historical specificity

to the form of such a mode of production i1n the Iisraeitte

monarchy.

The Forces of Production

10



The most fundamental means of productiaon in Palestine

throughout all ancient historical epochs was the land.
People needed fand to settle in as famities (beth 'a voth3
and as associations of extended families {(mishpahoth). But

whatever land they settled in was determined not only by
historical factors but also by ecoiogical characteristics.

Both agriculture and pastoralism depended for the form they

took on the nature of the land as determined Dby
demographical, climatological 7and topographical factors.
The significance of fand as a fundamental means of
production can be appreciated even more ifoit is kept in
mind that "environmentally, Palestine is a conglomerate of
many different ecological zones of dramatic contrast. These
essentially geographical differences in the sub-régions of

Palestine are reflected in the patterns of sett!ement, af
well as in economic and historical develiocpment . " (8) Thus
the strugglie for the occupation and indeed possession of the
more favourable portions of the land of Palestine was one of

the key motors of historical development in ancient times.

Both demographic and historical factors, however, led to

situations where innumerable communities had to make do with

naturally unfavourable parts of the land. Settiements have
been uncovered by archaeologists in desert, arid and hilly
areas which are oftén long distances away from sources of
water . These parts of the ltand regquired particular kinds of

technological means to mediate between human labour and the
means of production, as a way of setting the forces of
production in motion. The question of toocls, therefore, as

part of the means of production, indicates another level at
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which the historical struégles of ancient Palestine were

waged.

The lsraelite community of the period before the monarchy
faced with the oppressive reality of the feudal
dictatorships of the city states of Canaan, was forced to

retribalise/regroup as an alternative egalitarian society.

This process took place in the hill country of Palestine
under extremely adverse natural conditions. The basic
requirements for good agriculture, namely, the soil and
water, were for them oparticularly problematic. De Geus

summarises the situation as follows:

“The tremendous efforts of the terracing of the
mountain-siopes were undertaken in order:

{a) To transform a continuous slope into a series
of level surfaces or terraced planes.

{b) To prevent the run-off erosion and enhance
the accumutation of soil and water.

{c) To get rid of the stones and to form a fiat
upper layer of cultivatable soil. The stones
are used for building the terrace-walls and
other structures accompanying the terraces.

(d) To facilitate the transport and distribution
of irrigation water in the case of (spring)
irrigated terraces.™ (71

Gottwald has recently reconstructed the specific combination
of the reiations and forces of production, that is, the mode
of production of prémonarchic lsrael . He points among other
things to the way in which an egalitarian communal society,
arranged in large extanded families which were refatively
gelf—contained socio—-economic unite ang political equals,
took advantage of thg recent introduction of iron implements

for clearing and tilling the land and of slake |ime piaster



for waterproofing

during the annual

Despite the technological breakthrough that the use of iron
impiements represented fo} the lsraelite communities of the
“hiltl country, it is well to remembef that technical
difficulties in the Ioéal production of iron imposed a
slowness in the general adoption of iron for practical use.
There were, for instance, not vyet any local smfths by the
time of the beginning of the monparchy (1 Sahpel 13:19¢F¢).

As Waldbaum has put it:

cisterns in

order to keep reserve water

dry season. (8)

"in 11th century contexts agricultural use of iren

appears for the first time. Though most tool types

continue to be made exclusively in bronze, such

objects as a pioughshare for Gibeah, a sickle for

Beth Shemesh, and a hafted axe-~head for Teli~el-

Far'ah South - all for occupation levels - testify

to the advent of iron for practical use in Palestine,

though it is still far less commonty used than bronze.
(93

Archaeological evidence from some lron Age sites in

Palestine indicates that

net only a good supply
conscious manufacturing
area. Stech-Wheeler et.a

by the tenth century B.C. there was

of iron in Palestine, but that some
of steel  was taking blace in the
l., make the point that:

“The evidence presented by the Tel Qiri axe tends to

confirm observations drawn
isolated object
to permit

Although an
not sufficient
regional industry, it
contention that steel
the Jezreei Vailey by

There is, thneretfore, no

which was the basis of
optimised by
"the

since seasonal

the generalised

from the Taanach iron.
from a single site is
the characterization of a

does lend support to the
was being regulariy used in
the tenth century B.C.“(10)

aoubt that agricultural production,

the ancient israelite economy, was

use of iron technology. But

character of the cliimate that sets the



boundaries of the agricultural year contrasts with the
aseasonal demand for food which knows no boundaries"(11) it
is necessary in a discussion_of the forces of production 1to
identify patterns of labouf' utilisation to get a complete
picture of the nature of the fdrces of production.

[

In premonarchic Israel the basic economic unit was the beth-

'av or father's house. The fabour of the famity was

differentiated on tﬁe basis of age and sex to accomplish the
process of 'producing the pasic means of subsistence. Grain
and fruits were graown, limited animal husbandry was
practiced where the beth- ’'av owned some sheep and goats and
a few cattle. "The staple crops were barley and wheat, wine

and olive oil, which were produced alone or in combinations

depending on the variable climate and soil from region to
region" . (12) Co-operation between the beth- 'avoth which
made up the mishpaha (extended families networks) (2

Sam.6:6; 1 Sam.23:1; Ruth 3:2 and 1 Kings 22:10) heliped to
spread risk and to increase productivity, particulariy in

view of "the great diversity of the agricultural environment

created especially by a variegated landscape overlaid by

varjiations in rainfall, soil and vegetation."(13)

The forces of production that took shape on the hill country
of Palestine remaided fundamentally the same during the
period of the monarchy, with differences in the degree of
their development. Since, however, the area occubied by
lsraelites during the monarchy was far wider, covering some

of the pitains and valieys formerty belonging to the



Canaanite city states, we must refer to the changes brought

about by this expansion in the forces.

Chaney has suggested that the expansion of the israelite
land by David’'s congquest of the aifuvial plains and valleys
brought about a change in the relations of productian and

ideoltogy of premonarchic lsrael . (14) We concur with him in

this matter. The starting point, however, for understanding
a change in the social rejations and ideology of a social
formation is seeing how the alterations - in the forces aof

production necessitates such a change.

The avaifability of crown fands in the plains and valleys

gave King David the political. power to instal a system of

fand tenure. in them which conflicted with the oider
communally owned and communally tilled tand of the hill
country. The land in the plains and valleysv wa s more
fertile, less vulnerable to soil erosion and being on a flat
surface, more retentive of water. This situation already
represented an advantage caoncerning land owned in the
valleys compared to land owned in _,the hill country. Thus

since "rain agriculture in Palestine was subject to the
vicissitudgs of periodié drought, biight, and pestilence”,
the incorporation of the vélleys and plains into lsrael
meant that there wére inherent inequalities in the means of
production. But howeve; fertile the ltands were, wealth was,
then as now, a function of human l!abour. In themselves the
crown jands of the piains and valleys could not produce the
wealth that the Davidic monarchy required as a material

basis of its state power. To do this, the incipieht kingdom



required a system aof surplus extraction whose presupposition

is unrewarded human labour. To be sure, the crown lands
were tilled and they yielded surpluses, but the mode of
integrating human labour to those means of production must

be discussed together with the question of the relations of

production in the united monarchy of lsrael. To this we
shall turn shortly. Fir;t. however, we must specify in a
little detail the fevel of development of the forces of
producti§n during the 8th century, the fatter being the

original socio-temporal context of the book of Micah.

Ve

The £ighth Century B.C.E. conjuncture in Judah

Historians and archaelogists of the beriod of the 0Old
Testament are agreed that the Eighth century was for lsraei
and Judah a time of considerabie growth, development and
prosperity. From the perspective that dominates analysis in

this study, this growth and development must be seen as an

expansion of the forces of production. It is important to
keep this in mind because a study of the relations of
production, conversely, will reveal the obverse side of this

development, especially as far as the underdevelopment of
the majority of the populations of fsrael and Judah is
concerned. This specific look at the eighth century
conjuncture seeks to examine the expansion in the forces of
production/thch is evident - in Judah, the geographical
context of the prophetic text of Micah.

The expansion and development of the forcés of production in

the eighth century Judeh was due to advances and changes in

at least three areas: the geopolitical arrangements;



regional specialisation of productive activities: and iabour

availability and utilisation.

The first half of the eighth century saw the rise of
Assyrian imperialism and the decline of the hegemony of the
Aramean states, especially Damascus. internai{ probiems in
Assyria and threats from elsewhere in the imperial terrain,
however, weakened the expansionist designs of Assyria.
Meanwhile attempts by Damascus to recover ffom the battering
it had incurred from the Assyrians were frustrated by
rivalry with Hamoth.

With the ascendancy to power of Uzziah the son of Amaziah,

Judah seems to have been able to reverse some of its
mititary losses to Syria and lsrae! by imposing control over
the Edomite lands (2 Chronicles 26:1-8) . This allowed
favourable geopolitical conditions to obtain for Judah.

Bright describes the situation as follows:

"By the mid-eighth century the dimensions of |srael
and Judah together lacked but iittle of being as great
as those of the empire of Solomon. Since full
advantage seems to have been taken of the favourable
position in which the country found itself, a
prosperity unknown since Solomon ensued. The two
states being at peace with each other, and the major
trade routes - up and down Transjordan, into northern
Arabia, along the coastal plain, into the hintertand
from the, Phoenician ports - ail once more passing
through israelite-held territory, tolis from caravans,
together with the free interchange of goods, poured

wealth into both countries. There was probably a
revival of Red Sea trade, as there was of the copper
industry of the Arabah. 't is almost certain that
Tyre - not yet at the end of her great period of
commercial expansion - was again drawn into the

program by treaty, as in the days of Solomon and the
Omrides" . (15)

It was, however, the regional specialisation of productive

activities which allowed a boost in the economy of Judah in



the eighth century. Chaneyland Rainey, independentiy. of
each other have argued that a bibtical! textual evidence of
this specialisation is yielded by 2 Chronicles 26:10 ;
"translated according to the known facts of Hebrew syntax
and economic geography.(168) The text is transiated:

“He (Uzziah) built guard towers in the steppe and

hewed out many cisterns, for he had large herds:

and in the Shephelah and in the Plain (he had)

plowmen; and vineyard and orchard workers in the

Hills and in the Carmel ...".
Premnath suggests that a distinction be maintained between
royal and 'private enterprises in the regionally specialised
economic activities of the eighth <century monarchy.(17)
Presumably the significance of maintaining this distinction
is in order to be aware of the factors which, amongst
others, would promote specialisation. Be that as it may,
Chaney's way of connecting specialisation with the luxury
trade as necessitated by the tastes of the ruling classes

/

must not be lost sight of. He writes:

"Here we,learn that under royal tutelage, herding was
increased in the steppe by means of guard towers and

cisterns, plowing -~ the cultivation of cereal crops,
the predominant of which was wheat - was intensified
in the piain and piedmont region, and viticulture and
orcharding were pressed in the uplands. Iln each case,

the economic explojitation of a qiven reqgqjion was
specialized to the one or two products by whose
production that region could coptribute maximally to
the export trade and/or to the conspicuous consumption
of the local elite" . (18)

Premnath argues that the wine.industry at Gibeon was a
private enterprise. By this it is, here, understood that he
means that it was a Satifundia/large estate. His argument
is based on the fact that the stamped handies from this area

bore the name Gibeon as well as the name of the producer.



This is unlike the royal connections that are implied by the

Iimlk handles. (19}

The Samaria ostraca have also been shown to point to the

existence of large tatifundiary estates for the production
of wine and oil in the eighth century. Premnath hoids that
there are indications also from the Samaria ostraca

concerning the existence of royal vineyards.

The eighth century B.C.E. witnessed, also, a proliferation
of centres of oil production. Oilt was of course an
important export commodity. Of particuiar significance in

the eighth century was the introduction of beam presses in
the oil industry.(20) About oil, Premnath concludes:

"What was said about the increased production of

wine is afso true of oil production. The increase

in the references to oil in the epigraphic sources,

the proliferation of oil presses during this time,

and the incidence of storage jars for wine and oi

point to the increased production of oil. Moreover,

the invention of beam press in the eighth century

was a technologica! innovation which facitlitated the

production of large quantities of oil"_(21)
As to the nature of the state/royal involvement in this
expansion of the forces " of production, Chaney writes

appositely:

"1f the processing installations for oil and wine
give littie hint of who initiated their prolifera-
‘tion, 2 Chron 26:10, when corroborated by the
inscriptional evidence for roya! vineyards and
olive orchards, strongly suggests elements of a
'command economy’" .(22)

Specialised use of agricultural land was afso a feature of
the eighth century B.C.E. A case in point is the

agricultural intensification exemp!ified by the building of



terraces. There is archaeclogical evidence to suggest that
this form of agricuiture may have become a significant
development in the period under consideration. In this
regard, Hopkins writes:

"The most trustworthy determination of terrace age

has been made by Edeistein and Kislev at Mevasseret

Yerushalayim where 8th century pottery from the

terraces is plentiful. Another team headed by

Edelstein has investigated 'farms’ in Jerusalem’s

Rephaim Valley and found one of them, Khirbet er-

Ras, compiete with terraces, buildings, and

assorted agriculturat instatiations, to date from

between the 8th and 6th centuries B.C.E. Taken

together, the terraced sites of Khirbet er-Ras and

Mevasseret Yerushalayim demonstrate the presence

of terraced culfture in the hiiis surrounding

Jerusalem as early as the 8th century" . (23)
Further developments in productive forces were in the areas
of metallurgy, as evidenced by the copper and iron mines in
the "Arabah South of the Dead Sea':; pottery, indicated by
its mass production in response to the need to store and
transport wine and oil in large quantities; wool industry,
attested at Teli en-Nasbeh, south of Bethel on the border of
Judah, and at Lachish which was focated in the Shephelah;
perfume industry, about which\ there is evidence of State
sponsorship at places }like En-Gedi. As Premnath writes:

"En-Gedi was one of the settiements which was

consciousiy developed by the Judean kings. The

welfare of the set}lement'depended upon a strong

central administration capable of providing

adequate irrigation facitities, economic organization-

and protection... Correspondingl!y, the site showed
decline during periods of weak governments" . (24)

The various means of production which have been enumerated
up to vthis point as an index of expansion, are not in
themselves the forces of production. They only become
productive forces when the specifically human dimension is

added to them. As it was mentioned earlier, it i s the
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articulfated combination of thé means of production and human
labour that constitutes the forces of production. For this
reason a discussion of a development in the forces is only
adequate if it accompanies an indication of arrangements in

the area of labour.

The most pervasive form of labour utilisation in the period
of the monarchy was the corvee system. Major buitlding
projects of places like the temple, palace, fortifications

and roads were accomplished through the use of this kind of
forced labour. Writing about this form of {abour use in the
eighth century B.C.E. Premnath states:
“The building of palatial mansions, storage siios
and administrative centres under Ja2roboam I impliies
the use of a ltarge labor force. In the south, the
building of the network of fortresses and system of
highways in the Negev and establishment of admini-
strative centres again reflects the empioyment of a
tremendous amount of forced !labor force. 1t is not
possible to conceive hcow else such projects could

have been carried out except by the imposition of
corvee" . (25)

The fighting of wars as wel|l as the preparations for wars
consumed enormous amounts of labour. This meant that the
fabour that should otherwise have been expended in
productive activities, especially among peasants, was
mobilised rather as a military/destructive force. This was
particularly the case in the prosperous period of the eighth
century when the ruling classes engaged in war
exercises/preparaticns as a luxury. fn this way resources,
human and material, were diverted from productive uses anad
spent on ruling class fuxuries such as weapons, horses,

chariots and the maintenance of professional as we i | as
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conscript armies (2 Chreonicles 25:5-9;26:11-15;Micah 4:3-
4;5:10-11). In this regard Premnath writes:

"These professional troops consisting of mercenaries
formed a special contingent and were distinct from
the troops which the citizens furnished in times of
emergency. ... The conscript army consisted of 'men
of war’ ... who were calied for miltitary service in
times of war and wouild return home after it".(26)

The Relations of Production

David had incurred debts and obligations to the military

mercenaries that fought by his side during the period of his

rise to power . it is generally agreed that the capture of
the Canaanite fowiands made it possible for him to make
grants of land there, by way of meeting obligations to the
mercenaries, rather than from the viltage lands in the hill
country. What is more, the surplus derived .from the
lowlands helped him to avoid the impositiion of heavy
demands on the villages in order to finance the new state

bureaucracy.

Hopkins . has isolated four advantages made possibie by the
economic situation of the period of the monarchy. First,
the expansion of the lsraelfite borders tErought about the
much needed geopotitical security "conducive to the smooth
operations of agricuitural systems". Second, the monarchic
tax-base was expanded thus fightening the burden on viflage
agriculturalists. in addition, the possession of newtly
acquired ltands "fueled international trade such as that
deveioped with Tyre to supp!y the court with costly timber'".
Third, the expansion of borders helped the agriculturalists
to be fess vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the Palestinian

environment. Fourth, “the expansion of borders not only
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meant an increase in sources of income and produce for
import/export trade, but also could lead, given propitious
geopolitical conditions, to an expansion af transit

trade."(27)

The above notwithstanding, Hopkiﬁs rightiy argues further

that historically, agrarian states depend more upon
surpluses extracted from the agficultural base than on
profits from trade. He makes the point aptly that:

"Maintaining secure borders and participating in
export/import and transit trade were decisive-
determinants of the extent of the burden imposed

by the monarchy upon the village-based agricultural
systems. The literary and archaeological record
evidences plentitudinous royal-sponsored con-
struction relating to these areas of its concern.
The fiscal apparatus which supported these and other

activities of the monarchy, with its facilities and
personnel expenses, must have required an even
greater imposition of taxes. On top of taxes of

agriculturat produce, Chaney is right to emphasize
the pernicious effect of royal enterprise on the

availability of toois and labour both of which it
siphoned away from possible involvement in the
agriculturai sector." (28)

There are, therefore, threé main factors which precipitated
changes in the social relations of production during the
monarchy. | Firstly, the unpredictable nature of .the
enviromment and climate of Palestine on the one hand, and
the availability of surplus producing alluvial crown lands
on the other, created a situation where people incurred
debts through bdrrowing in times of crisis. (293 Secondly,
as Gottwald argues, the question of military "catll up on
rotation to supplement David's professionat army on the
basis of a twelve tribe-system (1 Chron.27:1-21)" would have
had an impact on ‘;he fabour needs of the village

aqriculturat systems. This state of affairs, whatever its
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extent, would surely have "contributed to the neglect of
¢rops and falling of surpluses”".(30) On the basis of
exegesis of a number of texts in the books of Samuel and
Kings, | have argued elsewhere that the political murders
and rebellians during the reign of David were a funcfion of

the dislocations brought about by structural changes in the
political economy of the monarchy.(31) Thirdiy, the
imposition of taxes on agficulturalists, especially undef
Solomon, marked the dominance of a new mode of production:
the tributary mode of production. Gottwald summarises the
fundamenta! character of this mode expertiy when he writes:

"We can identify the quantum |eap in pressure on
free agrarians by noting the officers that Soicmon
added to those of David’s administration:

(1) a chief administrator over the twelve regional
areas for the provisioning of an enlarged
court establishment with accelerated tastes...

(2) a targe network of officers supervising forced
fabour operations. ..

(3} a head steward who managed the roya! household,
probably including royal! holdings and estates
not granted to retainers...

These added officers indicate a more thorough admin-

istration of the court proper, and especiafily a

smoother, more regutiar, and far more abundant flow

of resources from the lsraelite cultivators to the
court and royal bureaucracy, both at Jerusalem and
wherever officials were installed throughout the
land. {n this way Solomon ’'rationalized', not

‘'modernized’, the agricuiltural base of the economy,

for his basic strategy was not to improve the means

of production but to improve the ftow of as much
agricultural surplus as possibie into the control of
his regime."(32)

Thus the stage was ‘set for the development of a tributary

social formation. The cliass structure of this formation was
characterised by a social division of labour resufting in
antagonistic social refations of productioﬁ. exchange and
distribution. At the top of the ciass structure of the

monarchy was the rovyal aristocracy made up of the King and
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the nobility, the latter consisting of the King's sons and
wives. Next to the royal aristocracy but within the ruling
class were the sarim (chiefs or governors), the horim (non-
royal nobility), nedibim (members of the houses of Assembly

by virtue of their wealth and power deriving from their {and

properties and thus controiling pools of landless labourl,
gibbore havyil {valiant men, brave warriors, etc.), zegenim
(heads of influential families most probabiy on the basis of

their droperty).tssl There can be no doubt that the writer
of the book of Micah has the behaviour of this ruling class
in mind when he writes: "How terrible it will be for those
who lie awake and plan evill When morning comes, as soon as
they have the chance, they do the evil they planned. When
they want fields, they seize them; when they -w;nt houses
they take them. No man’'s family or property is safe."{(Micah

2:1fF).

Next to the ruling aristocratic and propertied class was the
middle class made up of the bureaucratic and state

ideologist's sectors, merchants {mainly foreignersl, and

artisans or craftsmen. 2 Samue! 20:23ff describes scme of
the elements of this class when they state that: "Joab was
in command of the army of Israel; Benaiah son of Jehoiada

was in charge of David’s bodyguard; Adoniram was in charge
of the foerced labou?: Jehoshaphat son of Ahilud was in
charge of the records; Sheva was the court secretary; Zadok
and Abiathar were the priests, and {ra from the town of Jair

was also one of David’'s priests.*
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Chaney has estimated that the ruling class together with the
middie class made up two percent or less of the population
while they controlled haif or more of the total goods and
services produced in the society. (34) The rest §f the
Israelite population constituted the oppressed and exploited
class. They were made up of poor peasants, debtor slaves,
captured slaves, prostitutes and criminals. Micah has the
lot of the latter groups in mind when he declares against
the rulfers of Israel: "You skin my people alive and tear the
flesh off their bones. You eat my people up. You strip off
their skin, break their bones, and chop them up | ike meat
for the pot." (Micah 3:2f).
Premnath and Chaney have put together, in an impressive way,
scattered bit; of evidence from bibiicatl as well as extra-
biblical sources about the different forms of surplus
extraction by the ruling ciasses of the lIsraelite and Judean
monarchies. (35) A more nuanced and systemic articuliation
of mechanisms of surplus extraction in the monarchic period
has been provided by Gottwald. According to Gottwald three
forms of extraction can be identified:

"(a) taxes and tithes imposed by the indigenous

lsraelite monarchy and priesthood;

(b) tributes imposed on the Israiite ruling classes

by foreign oppressors...both during the period of

dependent monarchy and provincial administration;

(c) rents extracted by the growing numbers of

latifundaries, who further stocd in diverse and

complex relations with the various lsraelite dynasties,
foreign states, trading partners, etc."(386)

Numerous biblical texts intimate these various forms of
surplius extraction directly or indirectly, providing a
del iiberately sccio—-economic perspective is applied in their

study. Such a perspective must also include a class
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analfysis component in ocrder to bring out a more holistic
picture of the network of social relations. In this respect
'atso, Gottwald provides a more nuanced class analysis of the
lsraefite monarchic sociatl formatiocon than has been given
above. The following is a‘pictufe of the social classes and
fractions of classes as he sees it:

“Ca) ruling class groups: the lsraelite roval houses,
during the monarchic period, together with priesttly
sectors, dependent on taxes and corvees from the
peasant communities; the metropoiitan ruling classes
of the various empires which dominated {israel,
dependent on tributes levied on the population and
collected by the indigenous ruiing classes or
imperial administrators; and f(atifundaries,
dependent on rents from more or less private
estates.

(b) midd!e tayers: craftsmen, functionaries, and lower
clergy dependent on benefices which do not provide
income sufficient to maintain an aristocratic
style of life, and independent craftsmen and
merchants.

(c) exploited classes: two principal kinds of
peasantry -~ peasants protected by redistributional
land tenure and other community gquarantees,

- tenant farmers on the estates of tatifundaries,
and marginated rural peopie who have no regular
access to the land".(37)

These forms of surplus extraction together with the social
classes and .class fractions of Israelite society appear in
the texts of the Bible in a signified form that needs to be
decoded by an appropriate exegetical and hermeneutical
method. They necessarily appear in this form in the Bibile
because the text of the Bible was not written as a
sociological manual whose purpose would have been to provide

straightforward expiicit sociological information.@éBf

The book of Miéah. therefore, arises out of the tributary

~

mode of production represented by the lsraelite monarchy.

The structural elements of this mode are inscribed in a
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signified form in thé texts of the Bible. David inaugqrated
this social formation, Solomon pushed it to its logical
conclusion and the rest of the Israelites and Judean rulers
took it to its grave. . For as Marx writes: "History is
thorough and goes through many phases when taking an old
form to  the ground".(39) ‘ In the book of Micah as in other
prophetic texts we find some of the evidence pointing to the

material conditions out of which these biblical texts came.

|ldeolcqical conditions of the text: Class origins of the
text and class interests of the text - General Remarks

The route to this point has been a long one. But as Marx
wrote in response to a request to publish the transiation of
Das Kapital into French as a serial in order to make it more

[

accessible to the working class: "There is no royal road to

science, and only those who do not dread the fatigquing ¢l imb
of its Qteep paths have a chance of ggining its fuminous
summits” _ (40) A reconstruction of the material conditions
of the text was a necessary'first step before an analysis of

the ideological conditions could be carried out.

While the text of Micah offers sufficient indications as toc
the nature of the material conditions, the configuration of
class forces, and the =effects of ciass rule, it i3
nevertheless itseilf cast withiﬁ an ideological framework
that at the same time creates contradictions within the book
and distorts the usefulness of its text for struggliing
classes today. The ideologicatl character of the text has

much to do with this.
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fdeotogy is not a fie. It is rather a harmonization of

contradictions in such a way that the class interests of one

group are universalised and made acceptable tou other
classes. Also, ideology is not a selection' process or
fitter through which certain facts only pass. On the
contrary, it is a process by which the presence of certain

facts is constituted by their absence.

Thus making scientific sense of the ideological condition of
a text means knowing that text in a way in which it is
incapable of knowing itself.. Eagleton makes this point

expertiy when he says:

“The task of criticism, then, is not to situate itself
within the same space as the text, allowing it to speak
or completing what it necessarily fleaves unsaid. On
the contrary, its function is to instal itself in the
very incompleteness of the work in order to theorise it
- to explain the ideological necessity of those 'not-
saids' which constitute the very principle of its
identity. fts object is the unconsciousness of the
work - that of which it is not, and cannot be,
aware" _ (41)

The text of Micah is eloquent about certain issues by being
silent about them. Biblical! scholars have long been aware
of the literary disjunction between Micah 1-3 and Micah 4-7.
Broadly speaking, the first three.chapters have been said to
be genuinely Micah‘passages, while the others have been
considered later additions. The issue that has not been

faced squarely is what kind of additions are they?

Looked at ideologicalily these chapters fit well into the
royal Zion ideology that started during the time of David,
was made more sophisticated and began to be the dominant
self-consciousness of the nation in the jater reigns,

culminating in the ideological activity of the priestly

129



class during the Babylonian. exile. Bourgeois biblical
scholarship has long been aware of thi; development, but has
been unwillin; or. ynable to perceive the political
signiffcance of such an ideological set-up. Brueggemann

was among the first bibtical scholars to grasp the political

and ideological character of the Bible. With this in mind,
he has isolated two different covenant traditions
representing two different social, political and ideological
tendencies in the Bible. _ These are the Mosaic covenant
tradition which is revolutionary, and the Davidic¢c covenant
tradition which is status - quo oriented. According to him,
the "Davidic tradition...is situated among the established
and secure.<;2§‘ Brueggemann summarises the tension in the

biblical traditions when he says:

*The David-Solomonic tradition with its roots in
Abrahamic memory provides an important alternative

theological trajectory. We may identify two
theological elements which are surely linked to
this movement and which are important to the
subsequent faith and literature of the Bible.

First, it is generally agreed that the emergence

of creation faith in Israel has its setting in
Jerusalem and its context in the roya! consciousness.
The shift of social vision is accompanied with a
shifted theological method which embraces more of

the imperial myths of the ancient Near East and
breaks with the scandalous historical particularity

of the Moses tradition. The recult is a universal
and comprehensive world-view which is more inclined
toward social stability than toward social trans-
formation and liberation®" . (43)
The central themes of this monarchic ideology are stability,
grace, restoration, creation, universal peace, compassion,
salvation. They contrast radically with the ideology of
pre-monarchic |sraé! which would have themes !ike justice,

solidarity, struggle, and vigilance.
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The book of Micah, therefore, is eloquent in its silence

about the ideological struggle waged by fhe oppressed and
exploited class of monarchic lsrael. Apart from making
available an otherwise unsuppressable body of information
about the material situation aof oppression, it simply
luxuriates in an elaborate ideoliogical statement of self-~
comfort by dweIiing on issues like the Lord’s universal

reign of peace (Micah 4:1f€f); the promise of return from
Exile (4:6ff); God’s promise of a ruler from Bethlehem
(5:2ff); the Lord’'s salvation (7:8ff) etec. These are the

dominant ideological themes of the book.

It is little wonder that dominant traditional theology has
found the Bible generally politically and ideologically
comfortable, notwithstanding the unsuppressable evidence of
a morally distorted material situation. The book itself, as
i}deed most of the Bible, offers no certain starting point
for a theology of liberation. There is simply too much de-
ideologisation fo be made before it can be hermeneutically

usablie in the strugglie for liberation. in short, viewed as

a whole and ideologically, it is a ruling class document.

Be that as it may, there are enough contradictions within
the book to enabie eyes that are hermeneutically trained in
the struggle for liberation today to observe the kindred
struggles of the oppressed and exploited of the biblical
communities in’ the very absence of those struggles invthe

text.
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In chapter 6, hermeneutical appropriation of the bibtical

texts of Micah wii{‘ be .undertaken, exploiting more
specifically the contradiction inherent in the text. The
presupposition of such an activity will be the black
struggle, historically and in its contemporary form, as
outliined in chapter 3. This more nuanced analysis of the
text, will be done with Mafeje's counsel for theoretical
precision in mind, thaf "identification of the issues is as
important as fighting in the streets or in  the
mountains”.(44) In point of fact, any fighting »in the
streets or in the mountains which aoes.not presuppose a
clear identification of the issues is inimical to the very
goals of such fighting. The experience of the so-~called
”black—on-black‘violence" in Sopth Africa recentiy, together

with the destruction of KTC squatter communities in Cape
Town, represents a tragic case in point. Hat! underscores
this fundamental need for a rigorous theoretical response in
addition to activist involvement when he comments on the
Tottenham, England, bilack revolt, that:

"Exactiy what are the forms in which the black
political response ¢an be made remains extrmely

difficult to forecast. But it seems to me

undeniable that the crisis of Tottenham is now

also a crisis of and for black politics. Keeping
faith with the pecple who, in the teeth of relentiess
oppression, spontaneously resist, is aill right on the
night. But it is not enough when the next day dawns,
since all it means is that, socon&r of later, the
fronttine troaps, with their superiar weapans and
sophisticated responses, will corner some of our

young people on some dark night along one of these
walkways and take their revenge for Tottenham.

There nhas never, in my view, bDeen SO urgent a need
for the most radical and searching black poiiticatl
response as there is now, as the kick-~back on the
Broadwater Farm estate begins and the 'law and order'
juggernaut rolls back into place”" . (45)
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A radical and searching black theological response, (ike the

133

political response that Hal! is calling for, must not simply
venture out into the streets and mountains to fight without

clarity as to which ideologies and struggies in the Bible it

is hermeneutically connecting with.
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CHAPTER §

A MATERIALIST READING OF LUKE 1 AND 2

This chapter, like chapter 4, will undertake an analysis of
the materiatl conditions of production of the text of Luke 1
and 2. The purpose of such a study is to identify the

configuration of socio~historical and economic forces and

forms of strugglie out of which the text arose. The aim is
also to identify the ways in which these forces and
struggles are ideologicaily signified in the text. fn doing
so, it is worth remembering that the entire study undertaken
here, is informed by a perspective that sees biblical texts

not simply as objects, but as practices.

The MateriaI,Conditions of Ltuke 1 and 2

The social-historical context of Luke 1 and 2 is no doubt
the colonial occupation of Palestine by Rome. Palestine is,
therefore, characterised by the articulation of two
tributary modes of production at this time. The Palestinian

tributary mode of production of the first century C.E. was
over~-determined by the !mperial tributary mode ¢of production
of the Roman colonial power. 't is necessary to reconstruct
briefly these two tributary social formations and their

rejationship to each cther. Such a reconstruction will
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enable us to see how the social history of that wor!d was
constituted ideologically through the discursive practice of

the Luke 1 and 2 text.

The Forces of ProdUction of First Century Paiestine

The fundamental means of production i1n Palestine had been,

since antiquity and was, during the first century C.ED., the

land, and especially the arable tand. De Ste. Croix makes
the point succinctly that

"Wealth in the Greek world, in the Archaic,

Classical and Hellenistic periods, as in

the Roman Empire throughout its history,

was always essentially wealth in land, upon

which was conducted the cultivation of cereals...
and of other agricultural products, especially those
of the olive and the vine and alsc the pasturing

of cattle, sheep and horses”. (13}

The other key means of production were the lakes and seas
and probably rivers of that Palestine. With respect to the
fakes Joseph Klausner writes:

“"The Sea of Galilee contained all manner of fish,

including certain very choice varieties...So

plentiful were the fish that they were salted and

sold in Palestine and abroad: this accounts for the
fact that a town on the lakeshore which apparently

bore the Hebrew name Migdal...was in Greek called
by the name 'Tarichaea’' from the word

salted fish. The newiy built Tiberias became the
fishing centre and fish market of Galilee." (2)

Minerals such as salt, bitumen, phosphorous and tar were

sometimes found in such places as the Dead Sea. (3)
Furthermore, in the Hellenistic perfod, the construction of
artificial irrigation schemes such as terraces, pooils andg
canals contributed to the improvement of agriculture. The
evidence of Rabbinic literature point to an even more
intensive agriculturé, trade and commerce than in the O1Id

Testament times.(4) However, first century Palestine seems



not to have witnessed any significant development of the

forces of production. Sufficient and balanced technological
progress is not evident during this time. The setting in
motion of the forces of production through the tilfing of

arable tand seems to have foliowed ancient ways of labour
organisation. Peasant family labour appear, as in the olden
times in the absence of slave labour, to have constituted
the basic economic production unit in agriculture and in the
tfishing industry. Iln fact, the colonial social relatiﬁns of
Palestine, from the Persian through the Ptolemaic, Seleucid
and Roman periods, imposed constraints on the development of
the national productive forces. The colonial economy of
Palesjine was designed, primarily, to provide tribute for
the colonial powers. Thus the Palestinian forces of
production remained relfatively undeveloped despite the

thriving of commerce and . trade during the same period.

Further, the diversification of agricuiture, and the
introduction of certain technical improvements such as
better forms of oil and wine presses, the treadmill, the
irrigation wheel and the ptough, seem to have failed to
propel the overall Palestinian productive development to
qualitatively higher levels . (5) There is an area of
social and national Ilife, however, which did benefit from
the few technical advances of this time. It is instructive

to note the connect}on between this area and the needs and
interests of the-ruléng classes of the period. Writing
about the Heltenistic rule under which some developments
took place, Hengei states:
"The technical progress of the Hellenistic period
accordingly manifested itself above ali in the

construction of astonishing machines of war, ot
increasingly large warships and in types of
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fortification". (&3

The war industry is not, for the majority of the population

of a class-stratified society, a constructive development.

The situation is worse in a colonial set-up such as
Palestine was at this time. War industries function to
reinforce the internal divisions whiie at the same t ime

keeping a check on external threats to internal domination.

War industries are ruling class instruments par excellence.

It has already been noted how in the Oid Testament a
prophetic critique captured the real nature of this
phenomenon (Micah 4:31. Thus the contribution of this kind
of industry to the overal!l development of an area leaves

much to be desired.

The Reiations of Production of First Century Palestine

The specific expression of the forces of production in a
society is a function of the - existing social division of
labour. In Palestine in the first century C.E. the
principal social contradiction was between the Roman
colonial state and the dependent colonised Palestinian
social formation. 8y virtue of its cotfonial domination,

Rome extracted a surplus from the population of Palestine
through a comprador Palestinian royalty, nobility and
priesthood. This contradiction between Rome and PAlestine,
however, was over—determinéd-by an internal social division

of tabour out of which issued a tributary class formation.

The surplus which was extracted from the peasants in
agricutture and other industries through land taxes, animal

taxes, tithes, etec., functioned to finance the resident
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alien armies, the local ruling classes, and the Roman
colonia[ sféte_ fhere seems no indication that the surplus
was ever invested in preductive activities that couid help
raise the capital needed for developing the forces of

production and consequentiy increasing productivity for the
purpose of meeting the overalil human needs. The Roman
colonial tributary social formation was a dead end for the
majority of the local! Palestinian people. it functioned to
farm out surpluses for the ruling classes of Rome at the

expense of the overall development of Palestine itseff..

External trade tended to focus on luxury items such -as oil
and wine. Internal trade assumed the form of internal
regional barter:

"The Palestinian towns exchanged their agricultural

produce. Sharon in Judea sold its wines and bought
bread. Jericho and the Jordan Valley sold their
famous fruits for bread and wine. The Judean Shefela
had a superabundance of bread and oil, and Galilee of
corn and vegetables. Palestine also exported its
surpius of oiil, wine, wheat and fruit, while it
imported a8 considerable number of commodities". (73}
First century Patestine was a compleax colonial social
formation with a complex class structure. This does not

mean that the class forces of this sociafi gstructure cannot
be delineated with reasconable precision. |t simply means
that the forms of surpius extraction that existed in this
society were not cdnfined to the relations represented by
the principall contradiction. There were, for instance,
historically accrued traditional Palestinian ideological
mechanisms of surplus extraction which the Romans did not
tamper with but certainty benefitted from their use on the

peasants of Patestine. Clevenot provides a terse
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characterisation of the relations cf production of the
social formation which formed the material conditions of
production of the Gospel of Luke. He writes:

“in short., First Century Palestine was a class-

structured society at every level. At the economic

level the masses were fiercely exploited by the

privileged. In politics the priestly class, supported

by the great ifandowners, held the mechanism of the

state in their hands. ldeologicatly the ruling class

imposed its ideology (essentially the system of

purityl), which was passed on in diverse ways by the

groups, sects, and parties". (8)
Freyne has recently provided an instructive delineation of
ownership reifations in respect of Galilee. He points out
the importance of grasping the principle of "i{and won by the
spear” as a key to understanding the situation of
landownership outside the cities. This principle, indicates
how private ownership of land was increasingly replaced by
the estabiishment of large holdings of fand belonging to the

royal! house. The power of the royalty was predicated in

large measure on the accumuiative and distributive control

of these latifundia. These could be parceled out as
"bequests of land”" . (9]} Hengel makes the point more
succinctly in relation to Pfolemaic administration. He
writes:

"The starting point here was the conception that

the whole Jand was the personal possession...of

the king. The tities of the Ptolemaic administrative
officials therefore often derive from the terminoliogy
used in large private estates in Greece. The king
‘manaqged the State as a plain Macedonian or Greek
would manage his own householtd’'". (10)

The evidence points to the fact that the royal estates were
under the supervision of managers. Among the duties of

these managers were the coflection of rents and taxes from

those peasants who owned their own tand.(11) The notion
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of atl the land belonging to the king refers to the
political control of an area or viliage by the king and not
necessarily the total absence of private peasant hotdings.

As Freyne indicates

"the villagers were certainly free and may
even have owned, or at least permanently leased,
their own lots, so that the owner of the viliage
was rather a mediator between the villagers and
the royal administration, and "the rent' which was
paid to him was their share of the ... (phoros) to
the central bureaucracy". (12)
Nevertheless, the econaomic domination of Palestine

throughout its colonial period and including the Herodian

era is well attested. This domination took the form of

.

roval monopolies being worked solely to produce for /442

royalties, foreign and focal, on the one hand. On the other
hand, heavy taxes and rents were imposed on independent
lands and industries as a means of extracting tribute for
the benefit of the ruling classes. The Herodian ruling
classes followed the example of the prévious regimes in
their monopoly and exploitation of fhe best lands as well as

the oppression of peasant ltabour.(13}

Thus the cofonial social formation of Palestine in the
Graeco-Roman period is characterised by a complex class
structure which may be simplistically represented as
follows:

1. The ruiing classes, comprising the colonial royalty and
ngbititys; the colonial civil servants (stratogoi and
dioiketesl - many of thesg would be beneficiaries of royal
land bequests: Comprador Palestinian royalty and noebility -

e.g. the Herodians; Comprador economic and political ruling



classes - Sadducees, fractions of Pharisees,
Scribes/priests.

2. The Dominated Classes, consisting of artisans, peasants,
lower stratum priests, lower stratum pharisees and poor
peasants. It is this clasﬁ which Frevne describes as the
daoci and says that they are "free but dependent, and their
condition can deteriorate with the chanéing economic or

agricultural situation which makes it impossible for them to

meet the demands of the ... (phoros) or royal tribute®".(14)

3. The Underclasses, made up of casual labourers, bandits,
petty criminals, prostitute$ and beggars. These groups were
super-ekploitable ) potltitically, economically and
ideologically. Politically they could be drawn into

mercenary activities which for the most part were not in
their own interests (Mark 14:10-11). Economicatly they
could be pitted against one another as when in the parables
of Jesus they compiain about one another’'s wages (Matthew
20:1-1613. {deotogically they couid be the target of morai

and religious hypocrisy (John 8:1-111}.

ldeological Conditions of Luke 1 and 2

What then is the nature of the movement from history as we
have described it above to a reconstitution of that history
in a gospel discourse? In examining Luke's ideological
productibn of the historical situation of First Century
Palestine we shatlil avoid the empiricist problematic that
plagues most biblical historical critics.(156) We shall
rather concur with the view that ‘“the notion of a direct,
spontaneous relation between text and history...belongs to a

naive empiricism which is to be discarded".(16) Equatlly,
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the idea of a possible neat division between the
ideological, which is hard to trap with scientific tools,
and the historical, which is accéssible through formalt
quasi-~scientific methods, 13 regarded here as
epistemologically doubtful. Following Eagleton we shatl

assume that:

“"History,...certainly 'enters’” the text, not lesast
the 'historical’ text; but it enters it precisely
as ideoloqy., as a presence determined and distorted
by its measurable absences. This is not to say that

real history is present in the text but in disguised
form, so that the task of the critic.is then to

wrench the mask off its face. it is rather that
history is present in the text in the form of a
double-absence. The text takes as its object, not
the rea!, but certain significations by which the
real lives itself - significations which are them-
selves the product of its partial aboilition:
"Higstory...is the uiltimate signifier of
literature, as it is the ultimate signified. For

what else in the end couid be the source and object
of signifying practices but the reafl social formation
which provides its material context?". (17)

Luke’'s gospel has been described variousiy as universalist,
concerned about the poor and outcasts, and as a social
gospel . The reason ~ for such descriptions lies in the
subject matter of this gospel which covers these areas of
social life more extensively than the other gospels. No

attempt has been made, however, to determine more precisely

what the social class perspective is from which Luke
addresses these issues and how it determines the nature of
"the historicat" in Luke. Such a process of inquiry would

lead not only to the ctass position of Luke but atso to the
cltass and ideological interests that frame Luke's discursive

practice.
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In whaf follows a critical evaluation of some of the recent
literary, political and social readings of Luke's gospel
will be made. it will then be argued that a hermeneuticai
appropriation of Luke’'s texts which takes seriously the
material and: ideological cénditions which produced them and
which they signify, leads te very different conciusions

about Luke’s discourses.

A recent major study on Luke's social and potltitical

description of Jesus argues that the picture of Jesus that

Luke draws is one of someone who was dangerous to the Roman
Empire. (182 This study argues that Luke’'s Jesus "espouses
a concern for persons and groups from all social levels and

backgrounds, but especially for the poor and the sick, for
women and Gentifes". (19) What this study does not do is
to scrutinise the‘ class character of a position that
portrays Jesus in this way. Cassidy iflustrates Luke’'s

description of Jesus as being concerned for groups and

persons of all levels by drawing attention especiatly to 'his
attitude "to the use ’of‘ material possessions”" . (20)
According to Cassidy "Luke indicates that Jesus adopted an
extremely strong A position again?t surplus possessions.
Jesus himself Jived simply and sparingly and he praisad
others ljke Zaccheus when they took steps to do
likewise" . (21) 1f is difficult not to sense in Cassidy’s
argument hermensutical assumptions that derive from
contemporary f{iberal! humanist ideology. We will argue fater
that a different set of hermeneutical assumptions that

derive from not only a different ideology but also a
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different cultural and political agenda detects a vastly

different ideological manoeuvre on the part of Luke.

Karris, by <contrast to Cassidy, states more categorically
that the “poor and rich" constitute what he calls "the Lukan

Sitz im Leben". According to Karris:

"Luke’'s community clearly had both rich and

poor members. Luke is primarily taken up with

the rich members, their 'concerns, and the problems

which they pose for the community. Their concerns
.revoive around the question: do our possessions

prevent us from being genuine Christians?". (22)

Karris is undoubted!y correcf in his focus an the rich as
Luke’'s primary preoccupation. What Karris does not d9 is to
draw tﬁe hermeneutical implications of Luke’s discursive
employment of the story of Jesus to address a problem that
fundamentally arises out of and concerns a community of rich
and powerful people. What happens to Jesus when he s

ideologically coopted into the struggles and concerns of the

dominant classes of society? We will suggest fater that one
has "to read the text, as it were, backwards - to examine
the nature of its ‘problems’ in the light of its

*solutions’”",(23) in order to be able to transcend the

ideological limitations of the text.



For Wolgang Stegemann "the gospel of Luke is a sustained
call to repentance - and it is addressed to Christians of
wealth and keputeb.(24) It is absolutetly clear to
Stegemann that Luke tries to turn into a virtue for the rich
and powérful what is a necessity for the poor and poweriess
major?ty of the Palestinian people, namely their poverty and
homelessness. The experience of starvation, sickness,
imprisonment, homelessness, separation from family and

friends and persecution from authorities and indeed of being

a single mother was an inescapable reality for the majority
of people in first century Palestine. Luke, in his gospel,
turns this experience into_an ethical choice with which the
rich and powerfu! men who make up his audience are faced.
The ideoiogical effects of this kind of discursive practice
which Luke is engaged in are hinteﬁ at by Wolgang Stegemann
when he writes:

"What would it mean for us theologicailly if the
historical Jesus movement had in fact drawn its
recruits from among the lowly? What if the
foliowers of Jesus, like their master, were from
the poor and hungry, not as the result of
renunciation of possessions but because in fact
they possessed nothing? What if the desired goal
of their criticism of the rich was that in the
kingdom of God present relationships woulid be

reversed?.. . Would this kind of radicality, which

has nothing to ifose but much to gain, still win

our sympathy?" . (25)
Luke's ideological production of the story of Jesus within
the historicatl context of first century Palestine has made
available a gospel that 13 acceptable to the rich and the
poor c¢f Luke’s community, but in which the struggies and
contradictions of the fives of the poor and expioited are

present by their absence. By turning the experiences of the
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poor into the morai virtues of the rich, Luke has
effectively eliminated the poor from his gospel.

T

The dominant exegetical practices, however, seem incapable
of penetrating the ideoclogical practices of Luke in order to
reach to the radical story of Jesus and his foliowers which

Luke produces in such a way that it is "acceptable"” to 'fhe

rich and the powerful. in a frenzied attempt to defend the
ruling class interests of Luke as revolutionary - of course
"responsibly revolutionary" - recent studies of political
issues in Luke have colluded with the ideological interests

of the texts at the expense 0f the oppressed and exploited

peopie of first century Palestine as well as their
contemporary worid descendants. (26) The issue, therefore,
is not that these scholars miéunderstand Luke. They do not.
Rather they coliude with Luke. in social c¢lass terms this
is perfectly understandable even though criticaily

indefensible.(27)

By empioying the ideoiogical concerns and aspirations'of the
oppressed and exploited black people of South Africa as a
hermeneutical structuring pole we hope to cause the text of
Luke -1 and 2 to yield greater secrets than it has so far
done. In this we follow Eagleton when he cogently argues:

"f{t is not, in other words, simpiy by virtue of

ideology being forced up against the wall of
history by the literary text that it is terrorized
into handing over its secrets. fts contradictions

may be forced from it by its historically determined
encounter with another ideology, or ideclogical sub-
ensemble; indeed it is possible to claim that it is
in such historical conjunctures that the moment of
genesis of much literature is to be found". (28)
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Black theology must aitempt to transcend the ideological

limits that Luke imposes, through his particular production

of the Jesus story, by using the History, culture and
struggle of the black people as a hermeneutical tool. bt
must be recognised in bltack theology that ciaims of
political neutratlity in relation to texts in fact represent

the furtherance of certain political ends by pretending not

to.(29)
Even more importantiy, black theology needs an ideological
suspicion in its approach to texts based on the

understanding that

"Discourses, sign-systems and signifying practices

of ali kinds, from fiim and television to fiction and
the languages of natural science, produce effects,
shape forms of consciousness and unconsciousness,
which are closely related to the maintenance or
transformations of our existing systems of power.
They are thus closely refated to what it means to be

a person. Indeed 'ideology’ can be taken to indicate
no more than this connection - the link or nexus
between discourses and power". (20}

Thus in order to situate properly within the wider nexus of
power relations what Luke, through the stories of Chapters 1
and 2 of the gospel, signifies ideologically black theology
must retreat hermeneutically to black history, black
culture, and the black struggle as sources of concepts for

decoding the text.

Black theology's point of "focus is an economically,
politically, culturally and morally dispossessed pecple. bt
carries with it the morality and social assumptions of a

people who have suffered the hypocrisy of a supposedly

superior civilisation. An important component. of the
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struggle for the fiberation of biack peoplie is relentiess ’

resistance against the totalising hold of modern capitatlism.
With Dixon, black theology must begin from an awareness that

"Capital leaves not the tiniest corner of society
free of its domination. A simple juridical review

of marriage, divorce, custody, bastardy, and welfare .
laws, and of the laws related to sexuality,
prostitution, and moral life in general, amply
demonstrates capital’'s direct concern with marriage,
the family, children, sexuality, and so-called

'morais’. The supervision by the state of the moral

life of the working class is directly related to the

role of that class in commodity production, inciuding

the production of labor power itself, without which

the entire capitalist society would cease to exist". (31)

Thus armed with this understanding of oppression and of
strugglie against it, and like the Caribbean Rastas whose
appropriation of the Bible ) necessarily selective and
partisan, black people of South Africa must be "mindful of
the long and bitter struggies master and slave fought across
its (Bible) pages”™.(32) The question, therefore, of whose
-side in the politicai and moral struggle inscribed in the
pages of Luke 1 and 2 Luke the writer takes, is of pivotal

importance to black theology.

Viewed frém a biagk theological perspective, the
juxtaposition of the ;fpry of the birth of John the Baptist
with the : birth of J;sus has far-reaching ideological
implications. This. jﬁxtaposition is seen as an ideolqgical
solution to a fundamenta!l politico~-mcral problematic facing
the religious sector of the comprador Jewish ruling class.
The anaiysis of the §ociai structure of coionised Palestine
done above has shown that the Roman Empire ruiled Palestine
by proxy of an indigenous comprador class consisting among

others of the priestly sector. The Lukan discourse, in an



attempt to depict Jesus as an acceptable figqure to the

ruling class, produces a discursive practice in which the
priestly class has given its legitimation of the birth and
subsequent mission of Jesus. This is not to impily that

there were no members of the priestly sector who were

ideolegically and politically opposed to both the Roman and

Palestinian tributary oppression of the nation. It is
significant, however, that this class plays no part in the
rest of Luke's work outside the birth narratives. The
contention here, therefore, is that the story of Mary’s
visitation to Zechariah and Elizabeth is intended to deal
with the embarrassing social class origins and position of
Mary. Luke’s attempt to sell the story of Jesus to the

Jewish priestly groups must have flounderéd on the rocks of
Jesus" family background which was not socially acceptable.
Brown hits the nail on the head even though he does not draw
the implications of this when he writes:

“The marriage situation envisaged in Matthew and
(seemingly in Luke where Mary has conceived or will

conceive before fiving with Joseph) implies that Jesus
was born at a noticeably early period after his
parents came to |ive together. This could have been

a historical factor known to Jesus' foillowers and
opponents...The Jewish opponents of Christianity
eventualfy accused Jesus of being ifliegitimate..._.but
Christians rejected any implication of sin in Jesus'
origins...". (33)

As the custodians and. administrators of what Fernando Belo
has called the “symbolic order" -~ comprising the potiution
and debt system, the priestly class wouid have gquestioned
the messiahship of Jesus on sgecifically "priestly-moratity-
class grounds'. bt is part of the brililiance of Luke as a
signifying practician to address this aspect of the

opposition to Jesus in his writing. Only, he must

152



183

necessarily do it from the perspective of what he régards.

in class terms, as significant,.

The point is not to impute any conspiratorial motives on
the part of Luke. Rather, it is to recognise that
"{ike private property, the ljiterary text...appears
as a 'natural’ object, typically denying the
determinants of its productive process. The
function of criticism is to refuse the spontaneous
presence of work - to deny that 'naturalness’' in
order to make its real determinants appear®. (34)

Mary, probably & single mother frocm the ghettoé of colonised
Galilee, needed the moral clearing of the priestly sector of
the ruling class, that is the target of Luke’s gospel .
Essentially her class origins were too unbecoming for the
eyes of the class for which Luke‘is writing. How can the

saviour of the wortd emanate from the ghettos of Crossroads

and KTC in Cape Town rather than the wealthy white suburbia

of Johannesburg? Luke could not sell that kind of messiah
to his ruling class audience. His ruling class perspectives
inscribe themseives even in his choice of places. As

Redalie so perceptively observed:

"But to pay attention to locality, land, squares,
places, is to be faithful to the way Luke writes his
story. For him the writing of the Gospel occurs
within a geography that goes ’'toward Jerusalem’' in

his Gospel and 'from Jerusalem to Rome' in Acts.
The story he telis takes shape within a definite
route in the heart of the Greco-Roman world". (35)

In the Gospel, where he s dealing more directly with the
Jewish coloniatl comprador ruling class, Judea and especially
Jerusalem serve the function of ltegitimation for Luke. The
gospe!l of Luke moves dialectically from talking about the

oppressed and explioited to addressing the concerns of the



local rufing class and how they might receive the message
and ministry of Jesus. In this he is careful not to
contradict their ciass position. What is required of them

is that they should wuse their possessions to support the

movement . Their ciass position is dehistoricised and turned
into a virtue for the benefit of the incipient christian
church. The movement of Mary from Galilee to Judea should
be viewed in the same context ideological Jlegitimations and

harmonisations.

Thus Luke is not a mere distorter of facts or traditions; he

is a shrewd ideologist, who writes for his class in the
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sense of Gramsci’s "organic intelteétuaish.(36) He is
true to his facts. The éniy-difference is that the presence
of facts in his text is constituted at the same time by a
certain incompleteness. Luke’s fidelity to history is
_represented in the birth narratives by his inclusion of

»

nationalistic revolutionary hymns which reflect the social
revolutionary mood of the period he is describing (Luke 1:

46-56; 67-79). He draws, however, on the nationalist

revolutionary traditions whose ability to liberate the -

reatly poor had already been tested and found wanting during
the Hasmonean dynasty. Ford aptiy iliustrates the
connection with the traditions ¢f struggle when he writes:

"Qur examination of the infancy narratives has shown

that the war angeli, Gabriel!, appeared to Zechariah
and Mary. John the Baptist was to work in the spirit
and power of the 2zealous prophet Elijah. The names
Jesus (Joshua), John, and Simeon are names found
among Jewish freedom fighters. The annunciation to
Mary and the Magnificat have political and military
overtones. The words of Elizabeth and Mary echo the
beatitude pronounced over Jael and Judith. The

shepherd verses have imperial overtones, and a
heavenly army appears to them... ". (37)
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And then in a strange turn of thought Ford continues: ]

"From now on in his Gospel!l, Luke will take almost
every opportunity offered him to show that Jesus,
contrary to alt expectations as seen in the

infancy narratives, is a preacher with an urgent
message to his generation and to the generations
to come, the powerful message of non-violent
resistance and, more strikingly, loving one’'s
enemy in word and deed". (38)

The way in which the birth narratives have functioned in the

churches of Western Christianity, including those that are
geographically situated in the Third Worlid, is an eloquent
witness to the success of Luke in his ideoliogical
suppression of the social revolutionary class grigin; of
Mary, the mother of Jesus. - She has been appropriated

theologically more as the priestly "First Lady" than as a

key symbol of a revolutionary movement to overthrow the
dominant oppressive structures of church and society. The
hope that Mary might have inspired in the hearts of millions

of single mothers under conditions of modern monopoly

capitalism was dashed first by Luke in his gospel. That
hope only lingers on in Luke's gospel by itsv effective
absence. It remains for the qdestions of contemporary
single mothers, given discursive articulation by a militant
black theology of liberation, to reclaim the gospel’s

histories, cultures and moralities of the oppressed.

It is not only the priestly apology that Luke needed to

integrate into the otherwise embarrassing moral background

of Jesus, at ’east from the point of view of the colonial
ruling cltass. He also needed teo tamper with the class
background of Jesus. in other words, Luke not oniy had to

address the problem of the moral circumstances of Jesus'
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-birth, he also had to specifically face the problematic -

A}

for his ruling class audience - of Jesus’' class origins.
9

Again we have to get to this problem by reading the text
backwards. For as Eagleton argues:

"1t is criticism’s task to demonstrate how the text
is thus 'hollowed' by its relation to ideology - how,
in putting that ideology to work, it is driven up
against those gaps and limits which are the product
of ideology's relation to history. An ideology M
exists because there are certain things which must

not be spoken of. In so putting ideology to work the

text begins to iltluminate the absences which are the
foundation of its articulate discourse. And in so

doing it helps to "liberate’ us from the ideology of

which that discourse is a product". (39)

In the ~annunciation of Jesus’ birth Luke puts ideoliogy to
work in a way that successfully establishes the absences
which are the foundation of his discourses. The retevant

verses in the text are 1:27 "He had a message for a girl

promised in marriage to a man named Joseph, who was a

descendant of King David. The giri's name was Mary"; 1:32f

"He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most

High God. The Lord God will make him a king, as his

ancestor David was, and he 'will be the king of the

descendants of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end!"”;
1:34 "Mary said to the angel, 1" am a virgin. How, then;

can this be?'", ' i

The problem wunderlying this part of Luke’s discourse is
clearly hinted at in verse 34 where the writer makeg Mary'
protest that she is a virgin and that the angel’'s story does
not make sense. Luke bhas tried to anticipate this

contradiction by beginning the annunciation with an



explanation that the “gir! was promised in marriage to a man
named Joseph'". It is quite cleaf, however, that Luke knew
the probliem was not Teally soived since the pbounds of
historical credulity could Aot have been stretched beyond
asserting a betrothal between Mary and Joseph. As an
ideologicai creation, Joseph could not be made to serve the
function of a biological father because that would be moving
beyond ideology to history. The real function of Joseph in
this part of the text is {o helb invoke a royal connection
for Jesus. And since the historica! context of this story
is the national colonisation of the Jews, Luke appropriately
invokes the Davidic roya connection. Brown draws

attention to the fact that this angelic pronouncement in

Luke "clearly echoes the promise of Nathan to David 2

Sam.7:8-16), the promise that came to serve as the
foundation of messianic expectation”".(40) The ODavid
connection, therefore, plays a double role in this story.
On the one hand, given the national oppression by the

Romans, the return of the Davidic kingship, symbolised by
the birth of Jesus, éou!d be intended to herald the national
liberation which the David that Robert .Coote caiis "the
early David" brought for ancient fsrael. Coote writes, in
refation to a similar use of David in the C-stage of the
book of Amos, that:

“the reference is to the early David, the folk hero,
the protector of the disenfranchised, the David of
the byways and caves of the Judean hill country,
sprung from the country town of Bethlehem, the rutfer
who knew his subordination to Yahweh, and who delayed
the buiiding ot the temple that would serve in folk
memory as the functional symbol of despotic royai
power" . (41)
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On the other hand, there is the David who was an accomplice
in the political murders o7 the early monarchy, who used his

royal power against Uriah in an act of adultery with Uriah’s
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wife, who deprived a poor man of his ’'smail possession in
order té feed his royal visitors, who ratibnalised his
econoay by attempting to impose a census - that instrument‘
of political and e;onbmic expl§itation.(42) Even more
importantiy, there is the David who reinterpreted, through
his royal ideologists, the Yahwist faith into a political

ideology that served as a glue for keeping the interests of

the monarchic ruling class together (2 Sam.7:8-16).(43)

Given the fact, therefore, that Luke's audience is
undoubtediy the dominant groups of first century Palestine -
even though the subject matter is the conditions angd
struggles of the poor - there seems no doubt that Luke’s
invocation of the Davidic rovyal connection was meant to

suppress the unacceptable low class origins of Jesus.

From the point of view of the oppressed and exploited people
of the world today Luke’'s ideological cooptation of Jesus in
the interests of the fuling class is an act of political war
against the liberation struggtlte. Black people, and other
oppressed groups, recognise in Luke’s discursive practice a
social class strugdle in which Luke has takeﬁ a definite
side. ~In their appropriation of the Lukan discourse black
people must raise their own class sights beyond what Luke
wants to permit them, and they must make, through their own

struggie, a hermeneutical connection with the struggtes of

the poor that Luke compromises s0 much for his own purposes.



In an attempt to construct a piblical hermeneutics of
liberation, black theologians must draw inspiration from the
conclusionsvthat Mansueto draws in his proposal of a new
exegesis. He writes:

"Together the results of a materialist history and of
historical criticism allow us to read scripture in
the light of the real strugglies of those who forged
the tradition: to reappropriate the real, objective
significance of these books which have weighed so
heavily in our cultural ‘heritage. The results of
such a reading, which has only begun to take shape
(Chaney: oral presentation; Gottwald, 1979) suggest
that those who have found an affinity between our
present struggles for national ltiberation and an end
to exploitation, domination, and mystification of atll
kinds, and the strugglies which gave birth to the
Jewish and Christian traditions have not erred. We
speak with justice when we say that the same God who
deiivered israel from Pharaoh, and struck Midian at
the rock of Oreb, has even now stretched out his
right hand over the battiefields of the revolution
from Kronstadt to Yenan, and from Mozambique to
Morazon". (44}

Bltack oppressed and exploited people must liberate the
gospel so that the gospel may !iberate them. An enslaved
gospel enslaves, a liberated gospel liberates.

The purpose cf this chapter was to expose the material and

ideological conditions of production of the text of Luke 1

and 2. This was done with the issues and questions raised
by the black struggle for liberation as outlined in chapter
3 in mind. A number of socio—-economic and ideological

contradictions have been identified as forming part of the

absences and incompleteness which constitute the foundation
of the text’'s discourse. in chapter seven the question of
the hermeneutical appropriation of a text as fraught with

these kinds of contradictions as this one is will be
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addressed. The question will be raised with especially the

bltack struggle for liberation in mind.
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PART 14



CHAPTER 6; THE CASE OF MICAH

"How is the troubied passage between
text and reader to be smoothed, so that
fiterary consumption may be

facilitated", Eagleton.
Eagleton’s words, above, expresss aptty, the nature of the
hermeneutical exercise. They refer to the space between the

reader and the text as an arena for a hermeneutical
engagement . {t is argued here, however, that the culturat,
historical and ideological baggage from both the side of the
text and that of the reader, provides the hermeneutical
weapons for battliing through that “troubled passage”, they

also provide the hermeneutical ienses for reading one's way

through it. The contention of this study, therefore, is
that the social-ideological location and commitment of the
reader must be accorded methodological priority. For this
reason thé category of "the black struggfe” - from

precolonial times to the present is seen as representing an

important hermeneutical factor.

Thus in chapter three an attempt was made to {ocate the
biblica! hermensuetice cf {fiberaticn within a particutar
discourse of the bilack struggle. in the light of the
theoretical presuppositions inscribed in that discourse of

the black strugglie, the texts of Micah and Luke in chapters

four and five were subjected to a critical reading. In this
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way the cultural and ideological presuppositions inherent in
the texts were drawn out in‘order to be bounced off those of
the history, culture and ciass of the reader. This specific
activity takes blace in that space which is between the text
and the reader . It is argued, therefore, that the best way
to smooth the "troubled passage'" between £ext and reader is
by unieashing the forces of struggle that each brings in
their encounter with each other. fn this way, the ;truggle
of the. communities behind the texts as well as that of the

communities this side of the texts is retived as a new

practice.

ft is, however, important to realise that the struggles of
the biblical communities do not appear in the Bible as
mirror reflections of the real . Rather they have been

produced as new textual practices: they come to us as

signified practices. This understanding is crucial in order

to circumvent the empiricism that has bogged down the

historical critical method for many yzars.

The biblical texts, therefore, . do not represent an

unproblematical record of historical events and struggles.,

On the contrary, they represent particular productions of
historica! and social events and relations. In this chapter

and the next the nature of the mroductions that the texts of

Micah and Luke 1 and 2 represent, will be examined.

No biblical schotar illustrates and provides the clue for

understanding this  process of signification of reality in

the prophetic texts better than Coote. In a8 monumental boaok

entitied Amos Amonq The Prophets: Composition and Theolody,




Coote undertakes an illuminating analysis of the nature of

the text of Amos and the process of its production.

According to him, however, "it is important to remember that
Amos is just an exampie. To understand the process by which

the boock of Amos came into being is to learn an approach

that will be usefu! with all prophetic literature. (1)
More importantty, Coote has given inteltigibility to what
has thus far been an eiusive trait of scriptural texts:

their class and ideological nature.

This quality of the biblical text; has tended to_hfde behind
what appeared to be purely logical, historical and {iterary
inconsistencies and contradictions. The recent use of
sociological and ideological anaiyses of the bibile, has re-
posed the question of the nature of the biblical literature
and opened up new possibilities of understanding and

appropriation.

Coote rightiy warns, however, against the danger of creating
the notion of an. original prophet surrounded by secondary
additions. This is the danger of an empiricist-historicist
approach which leads to the implication that the original
words are truer than those of subsequent editions or
recompositions, Such an approach would be inadequate
because it would imply a hermeneutics of "selection" by

which certain parts of the Bible would be chosen as

appropriate and otners simply dismissed.

Coote has raised the fundamental question of the class
nature and commitments of the wvarious editions or

recompositions of the prophetic texts - especially by his

-

(o]
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division of Ames into Amocs A, B, and C. He falls short,
however, of providing an adequate hermeneutical

appropriation of these texts in class and ideological terms.-

Such an appropriation would seek to avoid a selectivism
which amounts to an ideological avoidance tactic. It would
be an appropriate and adequate biblical hermeneutics of
liberation because it would raise the question of "struggle"
as a fundamental hermenthicaI factor in the text, as indeed
in the communities behind the text and those appropriating

the text presently.

Thus Coote's isolation of the differedt editions ar

recompositions of the text put in a framework of biblical

hermeneutics of liberation has as it’'s purpose not the
selection of one edition and.the dismissal of others. On
the contrary, the aim is to resurrect and identify the
forces of struggle inherent and dominant vin each edition.
This process then Jleads to an engagement with these texts

which would be framed by the clas$ interests and commitments

of the readers. Put simply, the value of ali the editions
of the texts is acknowledged. But it must be argued
forcefully that such value is variabie; it could be positive
or negative; it is fundamentaliy framed by the nature of the
social and ideological struggles in the text as well as of
similar struggltes in the {ife of the readers.

Explaining his method of identifying the various editicns of
the text, Coote writes:

"Suppose author A composed some separate short works
(oracles, for exampie), which we can call 2, 4, and
6. Later editor B, to some extent making use of
prophetic tradition (perhaps even some of other A



materiall, composed a similar group - lets call them
3, 5, and 7 - to express the concerns of his own
person and time. Appropriating A's 2, 4, and 6, B
preserved them (possibly modifying them slightly)

by joining them to his own words, and composed a new
work, 2b - 3 - 4b - 5§ - 8b - 7, in which 2b stands
for A*s 2 as preserved or modified by B, 3 for B's 3,
and so forth. Then came editor C, who rewrote this
work with the addition of an opening and ciosing,
which we'll cali 1 and 8. ...This new work gives a
third slant to the words of A and another to the
words of B. it can be schematized as 1 - 2b¢ - 3¢ -
4bc - 5¢ - 6bc - 7¢c - B8, in which 1 stands for C’s 1,
2bc for B's 2b as preserved or modified by C, 3¢ for

B’s 3 as preserved or modified by C, and so forth."(2)

bec

The following, therefore, is a structural reclassification
of the text of Micah on the basis of the criteria suggested
by Coote and on historical materialist exegetical
considerations being proposed in this study:

Micah A Micah A B Micah B Micah C

1:10-16 1:8-9 1:5(b)=7 1:1-5(Ca)
2:1-5,8-9 2:6-7,10-11 2:12-13

3:8-12 ' 3:1=-7

§:3-4 4:1-2,5-13
5:9-14 5:1,4-6 5:2-3,7-8
6:9-15 6:1-8,16
7:1-7 7:8-20

The Black Struggle and the signified practice of Micah C-
texts

Micah C-texts
Micah 1:1-5¢a)

1. The word of Yahweh which came to Micah the Moreshite

the days of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah,
which he saw concerning Samaria and Jerusalem.

2. Hear, O peoples, every one;

listen, O earth, and at! who are in 1i?%;

that Lord Yahweh may be a witness against you,

The Lord from his holy temple (patltacel.

3. fcr, behotd! Yahweh comes fcrth from hizs place

he descends and treads upon the high piaces

4. The Mountains melt under him '

the valleys burst open

iike wax before fire,

like water pouring down a slope

5. All this because of the crime of Jacob,

ause of the sins of the house c¢f Israel.
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Micah 2:12-13
12. t wil}l surely assemble, O Jacob, ail

of you

! will surely gather the remnant of Israei.

I will unite him {ike a flock in the foid,
fike a herd in the midst of a pasture

And that will cause a disturbance

13. The breaker will ascend,

they will break out before them,

they will cross the gate and go out of it
their king will cross before them,

Yahweh in front of them/at their head.

Micah 4:1-2

1. And it shall come to pass in the latter days,

the mountain on which the house of Yahweh
will be established at the top of the moun
be exaited above the hills.

Peoplies will stream to it,

2. And many nations will come.

They will say,

Come let us go up to Yahweh'’'s mountain,
to the house of the God of Jacob,

That he may instruct us about his ways
and we shall walk in his paths;

For from Zion instruction goes out,

the word of Yahweh from Jerusalem.

Micah 4:5-13

5. For all! the peoples walk,
each in the name of its God;
but we wili walk in the name of Yahweh our

God forever and ever.
6. On that day,
Oracle of Yahweh,

I will assembie the lame:

| will gather the banished,

those whom | have caused evil to fall on.
7. | will make the lame into & remnant,

and those who are scattered afar (beyond)
nation

Yahweh will reign over them

in Mount Zion

from now on and forever.

8. But you, Migdal-'eder,

Ophel of Zion's daughter,

to you shail come '

the former reaim

the kingdom to Jerusalem’s daughter.
9. Now, why do you cry atarm?

ls there no king with you?

Or has your counselfor perished

stands,
tains,

into a mighty

ithat you should wiithe and twist iike a worman

in labour
10. Writhe and twist

daughter of Zion like a woman in labour
for now you shaill go forth from the city,
and dwel! in opan country.

You shali{ go to Babylon

there to be delivered,
there Yahweh shall redeem you
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from the grip of your enemies.

11. And now many nations assembie against you,
They say: Let her be desecrated

Let our eyes gaze on Zion '

12. But they do not know

what Yahweh is contemplating

nor do they discern his plan,

For he will gather them (ike sheaves to the
threshing floor.

13. Rise up and trample/thresh, daughter of Zion

for { will make your horn into iron

for | will make your hoofs into bronze

and you shall crush many peoples

You shall 'devote their booty to Yahweh
their weaith to the Lord of atl the earth.

Micah 5:2-3,7-8

2. Therefore they shail be handed over unti! the time
when she who is in labour has given birth

and the rest of his brothers return

to the children of lIsrael.

3. He shali stand and pasture in the safety of Yahweh
in the exattation of the name of Yahweh his God

They shall dwell (safely) for now he - will be great

to the ends of the earth.

7. The remnant of Jacob shall be in the midst ‘of many
peoples

like a lion among the beasts of the forest,

like a young {ion among flocks of sheep,

which claws when it passes

when it tears there is no rescue

8. May your hand be lifted against your enemies
and may all your enemies be cut off.

Micah 7:8-20

8. Rejoice not over me my enemy!
Though | have falien, | shall arise.
Though | sit in darkness,

Yahweh will be my 1light.

9. Yahweh’s anger. | bear

because | have sinned against him
until he pleads my case

and gets me acquitted

He will bring me out to the light;
I shall see his righteousness.

10. My enemy shall see

and shame shall cover her

who says to me

Where is Yahweh your God

My eyes shall see her;

Now she will be trampled like mud in the street.
11. A day of builtding your walls'!

That day the boundaries will be extended

12. The day when they shail come to you

from Assyria to Egypt

and from Egypt to the river

from sea to sea and mountain to mountain

13. The earth wil! become desoiate because of |
inhabitants as a result of their deeds.

14. Shepherd your people with your staff,

3
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the flock of your ineritance,

who dwelis alone in the forest

in the midst of the fertile siopes

Let them graze in Bashan and Gilead

as in ancient days.

15. As in the days when you went forth from the land
of Egypt,

Let us see wonders.

16. May the nations see

and refrain from all their power.

Let them lay their hand on their mouths,
their ears be deaf:

17. Let them Ilick dust like a snake

like things that crawl on the earth.

Let them come trembling from their stronghoids
to Yahweh our God; '

Let them dread and fear you.

18. Who is God like you,

taking away guilt,

and passing over c¢rime

for the remnant of his inheritance

He does not persist for ever in his anger
for he delights in mercy

19. He will again have compassion on us,
will subdue our inigquities

he will cast into the depths of the sea
all our sins

20. You will show faithfulness to Jacob

mercy to Abraham
as you have sworn to our fathers
from days of old.

These texts, scattered throughout and interspersed with

others in the book of Micah, have been isolated and grouped

171

‘together here so that they may be read together. it is held

that in this way they give a coherent fltavour of their
concerns and rhetorical structures. A simitar approach will
be followed in respect of the other editions of the text of

Micah, Micah B, A, and A/B.

A black biblicatl hermeneutics of fiberation should
interrogate the Micah C-texts in more or less the following
way: what is the nature of the chailenge of these texts?
Whose class, gender and race interests does this challenge

exist to serve? Who is making the challenge, where and



N

when? What are the ideological!l and literary mechanisms
whereby the chalienge is formulated? And more
fundamentatly, what effects, then and now, are these texts
having on the social classes, genders and races on whose

behalf they were NOT produced?

The C-stage texts provide the dominant ideofogy of the Micah
prophetic discourse. The perspective of these texts frame
the various other layers of meaning of the discourse in such
a way as to relegate these lavers of.meaning to a seconda?y
position. In fact, the ideology of Micah~C represents a new
production of the discursive practice of Micah. The c-
edijor of Micah is surely of the same class and ideology as
the C-editor of Amos. For here, as in Amos,

"Having already said, through the inclusion of the

A and B stages, if you do wrong you will die and |
urge you to do right, the C-editor looks to the
future, asking, who will hear the message? Who
will obey God's stipulations?

For the C-editor and his readers, the world of
meaningful action lies in the future, not the past
or the present. With a view to the future, God
judges attitude, not action. God is looking for
what people today might calt 'readiness for

justice’" . (4)

Thus Micah 1:2-5(a) describes the impending action of Yahweh
by means of which a new community will be created. This

textual unit can only have the effect of engendering an

attitude, the presence or absence of which, wiil be the
basis of God’s judgment. The text represents an important
part of the core of the ideologqy of Micah C material: the

shift on the part of God's demands from action to attitude,

from concrete relations to abstract principies.
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The God of the C-stage material is the deity of restoration
(Mic.2:12-13). Thus this God reconstructs the citadel of
power of the former rufing classes of Judah and transforms
it into an international meeting place (4:31-2). The
theology of the C-stage material feeds on the Zion ideotogy
of the Davidic empire (5). It is fundamentally imperiatist

in character (7:11-12).

in this edition of the Micah text, Baby!on is the new Egypt.

The former oppressors of peasants and casual labourers and
decfasses in Judah are now seeing themselves as the
oppressed in relation to their captors. More importantly

they rewrite the traditions of struggle of ancient lsrael to

apply to their situation. Thus instead of the rich and the
powerful, it is the nations and the pagans who become
targets of Yahweh's judgment. in this tradition the enemy
changes:

"My enemy shall cover her

and shame shall cover .her

who says to me

Where is Yahweh your God

My eyes shall see her: .

Now she wili be trampled )Jike mud in

the street" (Micah 7:10}
By the time the text of Micah reaches this edition, this
production, this signification of reality, vague and
generalised descriptions have replaced concrete and specific

references to evil. Consequently, this articulation of the

enemy in the sight of God does not resonate with the

]
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contemporary ocppressed pecpie’'s Knowladge of
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evil in their situations.

Thus black working class people of South Africa do not

recognise this enemy. It is not an enemy which their badges

17



of slavery - the passbooks - epitomise; it is not an enemy

that torture and death in their detention cells réminds them

of: it is not the enemy of ignorance, meaninglessness, and
abject perrty in the various squatter camps of their
country which théy have to deal with daily. This enemy i3
too abstract and(toé religiousty defined. The enemy in this
text, as well as the God who is at war with it, are not
trappabie.

The  hermeneutical code with which black working class

christians operate, which issues out of the struggle for

survival in the black ghettoes, refuses to appropriate the
text of Micah in fhe code in which it is cast. Micah C
represents the dominant code in which the whole prophetic
practice of Micah is cast. tt fits the deécription of

dominant definitions as provided by Stuart Hall:

"The dominant definitions ... are hegemonic
precisely because they represent definitions

of situations and events which are 'in dominance’,
and which are global. Dominant definitions
connect events, implicitly or explicitly, to grand
totallizations, to the great syntagmatic views of
the wor!id: they take ’'large views’' of issues: they
relate events to 'the national interest’' or to the
level of geo-politics, even if they make these
connections in truncated, inverted or mystified
ways. The definition of a "hegemonic’' viewpoint
is Ca) that it defines within its terms the mental
horizon, the universe of possible meanings of a
whoie society or culture; and (b)) that it carries
with it the stamp of legitimacy - it appears
coterminus with what is ‘natural’, ’'inevitable',
'taken for granted’', about the social order™.(86)

The process of grand totalization and syntagmatic viewing of
the worid is nowhere more evident than in the theology of

restoration which pervades the C-stage ideclogical practice:

"And it shall come to pass in the latter days,
the mountain on which the house of Yahweh stands
Will be established at the top of the mountains,

be exalted above the hills,
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Peoples wil!l stream to it,

and many nations will come" (Micah 4:1)
This imperialist theology is more suited to the interests of
a formerily powerful class whose pride has been hurt by exile
than to a previousty oppressed class whose real interests

lie in the building of democratic structures to guarantee

its protection and }iberation. C-stage theology <cannot
provide inspiration to oppressed peopies because it is
inherentiy a theology of domination and control. | The
practice of the oppressed cannot draw its hermeneutical
weapons of struggle from this theology. On the contrary it
has to engage in struggle with it for a recovery of the
suppressed traditions of liberation in the bible.

The Black Struggle and the signified practice of Micah B-
texts

Micah 1:5(bJ)-9

5(b) Whose is the transgression of Jacob

ls it not Sammaria's

And whose is the sin (foliowing LXXJ) of Judah?
ls it not Jerusalem’s?

6. | will mete out punishment to Samaria

I will make her into a vineyard fieid for planting
I will pour her stones into the valley

and | will roti away her foundations

7. All her idols will be crushed

All her takings (wages) from prostitution will

be burned by fire

All her idols | will put to desotation

For she collected them as fee for prostitution

So to the fee of a prostitute they shall revert

Micah 2:6-7,10-11

6. "Stop dripping (prophesying)®,
They drip, Let them (the proghets] not Jgrig about these
things

Disgrace shal!l not overtake us

7. ls the house of Jacob accursed
s Yahweh impatient

Or are these things his deeds?

Do his acts not benefit

the one who walks uprightily

10. Arise and go,
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for this is no piace of rest.

Because of uncleanness you shall be destroyed

by ruinous destruction

}1f a man come in the spirit Cinspired/intoxicated)

and lied deceptions - "I| drip for you in
wine and beer (intoxicating drinkl)!" - he would

be the "“dripper"” (prophet) for this peopile.

Micah 3:1-7 (Transiation follows Mays pp.76f)
1. And | said,

"Hear, you chiefs of Jacob

and Magistrates of the house of Israel

s it not your duty to know justice,

2(a) O haters of good and lovers of evil?
3. They eat the fiesh of my peopile,

and strip their skin off them,

and break their bones.

They chop (them) up as if for the pot,
like meat to put in the cauidron.

2(b) Their skin will be torn off them,
their flesh off their bones.

4. Then they will ¢cry out to Yahweh
but he will not answer them.

He will hide his face from them in that
time,

Since they've turned their deeds to evil

5. This is what Yanweh said against the prophets:
who misiead my pecple

When they have something to chew on, they

proclaim "Peace”.

Let a man fail to put something in their
mouth

and they sanctify war against him.

6. Therefore it willt be night for you without
vision,

darkness for you without divination

The sun shall set for the prophets

The day go dark for them.

7. The seers shall be confounded,

and the diviners in consternation.

All of them wii} cover their beard

because there is nc answer from God.

Micah 5:1,4,5(b)-6

1. But you, Bethiehem of Ephratha,

small among the clans of Judah

From you shall come forth for me

cne to be ruler in lsrael.

His origins are from old times

from ancient days.

5. This sha!! btbe peace from Assyria
because he came into our fand

and he marched against our fortified palaces.
We will raise against him seven shepherds
and eight human chieftans

5. They shall shepherd the {and of Assyria with the

sword,
the tand of Nimrod with a drawn sword.
5(b) He will deliver us from the Assyrians
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When he comes into our land

and when he walks within our borders

6. The remnant of Jacob shall be in the midst-of
many peoples

like dew from Yahweh

like raindrops upon grass

which does not wait for a man

nor await the sons of human kind.

N

Micah 6:1-8 "(For textual emendations see Mays p.128)

1. Hear what Yahweh is saying:

Arise! Make a case with the mountains;
Let the hills hear your voice

2. Hear, O mountains, Yahweh's case
and listen O foundations of the earth

For Yahweh has a case with his people,
With Jsrael he argues

3. "My people what have | done to you?

How have | wearied you? Testify against me!

4. For | brought you out from the land of Egypt;
from the house of slavery | ransomed you

I sent Moses before you,

Aaron and Miriam (5) with him

Remember what Balak King of Moab advised

and how Baalam, son of Beor, answered him
...from Shittim to Gilgal

in order to know the righteousness of Yahweh.

6. With what shall | meet Yahweh

humble myself before God above?

shall | meet him with burnt offerings

with year-old calves?

7. Would Yahweh be pleased with thousands of rams,
with innumerable streams of o0i}?

Shall | give my first-born for my crime,

the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul

8. He has told you, man, what is good,

What Yahweh requires from you is
nothing but to do justice, to love mercy,
and humbly to watlk with your God.

Micah 6:16

16. You have foltowed the practices of Omri,
every deed of Ahab’'s house;

you have walked in their counsels.

So | will turn you into a cause of horror,
and her residents into an object of derision;
You shall bear the scorn of the peoples.

Micah 7:1-7

1. How | sorrow!

For | am like the gatherer of summer fruit,
like the gleaners cf the vintage,

when there are no grapes to eat,

none of the early figs | crave.

2. The faithful have vanished from the earth,
not one human being is upright.

All lie~in wait to shed biocod,

each hunts his brother with a net.

3. Their hands are good at doing evil;

the officiat demands a favourable decision,



and the judge decides to get the reward:;:

the great speak only of what they want.

4. They twist their good ilike a briar bush,
their uprightness {ike a thorn hedge.

The day of their punishment has come;

now their confusion is at hand.

5. Don't rely on a neighbour;
don't trust a friend.
Even with her who {ies in your bosom

be guarded in what you say.

This group of texts are cast in what Stuart Hall calls the
"negotiated code" . They represent a mixture of adaptive and
oppositional elements. In line with the social class
practices of its proponents the negotiated code is shot
through with contradictions. As Hall puts it, succinctly,

"Negotiated codes operate through what we might

cal! particular or situated logics: and these

fogics arise from the differentiatl position of

those who occupy this position in the spectrum,
and from their differentiali and unequal relation

to power" ., (73
This assessment of the B-stage prophetic materials is
supported by Coote's simitar study of Amos. According to
Coote, the B-stage material or matefial cast in a
"negotiated code" as Hatl would put it, exhibits certain

distinctive features:

1. It addresses a general audience. in the case of Mican
this means all the people that are associated with Jacob or
Judah, or Samaria or Jerusalem (Micah 1:5(b3=-912. The

closest specific description of the B-stage addressees in
Micah is in 3:1; this concrete description is, nevertheless,
Guickly neutralised by a. more generai &and vaguer descriptioan
in a. parallel tine in 3:2(Cal. The tendency to speak in
general terms on the part of this code is congruent with its

blending of adaptive and oppositional elements within the

same discourse. In fact this is a structural trait, with
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class and idealogical roots in the middie classes of all
social formations. it i3S the inherent contradictory
teﬁdency of a historically marginai but spiritualiy central
class position. Eagleton describes the historical ahd
ideological dilemma of this group within a capitalist social
formation when he asserts:

"Committed by its nuclear social and economic
conditions to a framework of overarching
authority, to 'standards’' and 'ieadership’,
the petty bourgeocoisie rejects at once the
democratic '"anarchy’' it.discerns below it and
the ineffectualness of the actual! authority
posed above it. ... Though empirically
decentred, largely excluded from the rufing
academic caste, it nevertheless laid claim to
be, spiritually, the ’'real’ elite".(8)

Thus the non-specific‘description of the addressees is$ a
function of the historical and class contradictions
attendent upon the proponents of the B-stage material.
Because of their differential relation to power, especially
in the historical context of Josiah's reform and of the
Babylonian siege of Jerusailem, the B-stage ideologists

broadened the indictment against the Jerusalemite and Judean

ruling classes “"to include a comprehensive notion of cultic
and political idolatry - the practice of pagan religion énd
.trust in military security". (9} It is from this that the
material derives its feature of generality concerning its

addresees.

2. On the basis of 3:2,.4-7 and 6:8 it seems reasonable to
argue with Coote that the basic message of B-stage prophetic
oracles is: “perform justice or else".(10) This means that
the tradents of this stage offer the ruling classes of Judah
a chance to survive. But even if the survival option was

not available, the fate of these classes seems bearable and
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they are not beyond redemption: their vision will be
darkéned, they will be confounded. There will be no answer

from Yahweh (3:4-7).

3. The Béstage material is characterised by a propensity

for abstract rather than concretfe description. Coote
writes:

"B-stage phrases tend to be wordy rather than
terse, vague rather than specific, abstract
rather than concrete, and stereotvped rather

than fresh. ...In the B stage one does not
'sell the needy into debt slavery for a pair
of sandals’': instead one ’'does wrong'. There

is ultimately no specific authoritative
rationale for the pro-Jerusalemite stance; so
the B editor cails it, in effect, 'good’."(11)

4. Ambiguity is another feature of the B-stage prophetic

oracles. This quality is certainty present in 1:5(B)~-7;
2:6-7,10-11. It is in 3:1 and 6:6-8, however, where it
comes through more c¢clearly. Here the text avoids clarity of

statement by posing rhetocrical questions on issues that are
unambiguously asserted in the A editions of the prophetic
material. The effect is to give the appearance of
addressing similar issues as fhe A edition while the concern

is weakened by the fanguage structure in which it is cast.

5. The prophetic rib, the suit or litigation, with its
implicatioﬁ of open-endedness, defines another set of B-
stage oracles. "ther forms found in the B-stage include
chastisement, exhortation, cal!l to worship,.the narrative
describing the commissioning of the prophet, the speech in
the divine council, prophetic visions, and theophanies" . (12)
Certaisly Micah 6:1-4 represents 2 perfect example of this

feature of the B-stage material. The confidence of the 8-

180



feature of the B--stage materiai. The confidence 6f the B-
stage editors in the justice of the open~endedness of the
legal system is betrayed in this text. The politics and the
sociology of the law courts as well as those of the cuitic

systems are not an issue for the B-editors.
6. The B-stage text offers an open future. In the case of
Micah it is represented unambiguousiy by 5:1,4,5(b)-6. The

method of "exhortation" is used to communicate this future.

According to Coote the B-stage material is largely the
product of a scribe or scribes who are at the service of a
ruling eltite.(13) The features of the oracties of this stage

are a function of the class and ideology of this scribal

group.  lt has already been pointed out that the discursive
productions of this group reflect, unavoidably.“ its
differential and unequal relation to power. The vagueness
of the B-stage material, its generality in terms of its
addressegs. its abstractidns and ambiguity and the

openendedness of the future which it offers, represent the
axtent and nature of the ideoiogy of the class that put it

together .

The B~stage oracles derive their identity from a certain

kingd of incompleteﬁess: they are eloquent by their silence
on the struggies of poor and exploited peasants in the
lsraelite monarchy. Although these oraclies condemn evil and

injustice and exhort people to good and justice, the actual
actions of oppressors are not named except vaguely and, the

resistance of the oppressed is present by its absence.
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The task of a biblical hermeneutics of liberation is to
theorise the ideological necessity of this incompieteness,
this absence. Black theology as a discursive practice that

is rooted in the progressive dimensions of black history and
culture, should provide the basis for a critical

appropriation bf these texts.

The first pbint to make is that this nart of the prophetic

text of Micah, as seen from the perspective of the
hermeneutics of liberation,vhas a negative identification
with the concerns of the poor and the oppressed. it helps
to point to the 'behaviour and ideology of a social class
that needs careful watching in the liberation struggle. The

B-stage prophetic texts, by virtue of their class character,
appeals more to their counterparts in modernlsociety, the
pétit bourgeoisie, than to the working class people, the
really poor and exploited members of coniémporary societies.
The modern middtle class people, who are simitariy
differentially and unequally related to power structures,
display a similar vagueness, abstractness, generality,
ambiguity as the proponents of the B-stage texts in relation
to oppression and justicef. Cabral had this in mind when he
wrotevin relation to this class that:
"We must, however. take into consideration the fact

that, faced with the prospect of political
independence, the ambition and opportunism from

which the |iberation movement generally suffers may
draw into the struggle individuals who have not
been reconverted. The ifatter, on the basis of

their leve! of education, their scientific or
technical knowiedge, and without losing any of
class culturat preiudices, may attain the highest
positions in the liberation movement. On the
cultural as well as the political level vigilance
is ‘therefore vital. For in the specific and
highly complex circumstances of the process of the
phenomenon of the !iberation movements, all that
glitters is not necessarily gold: political
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leaders ~ even the most famous - may be cufturally

alienated"”.(14)
A simitar dynamic seems to have taken place in the B-stage
texts. There seems to have occurred a cultural alienation
of a concrete, direct, specific, clear message. The
original message of Micah against the ruling classes of
Judah has been reified in the B-stage. Mottu describes
reification as, among other things, a process of recurrence
and a process of stealing. He writes in refation to the
confl{ct between Hananiah and Jeremiah:

"To the degree that reification as a general

phenomenon is 'grounded in historically

recurrent circumstances of human existence in

society', one can say that Hananiah operates
upon the belief that God’'s fidelity is simpiy

a recurrent fact. "Recurrence’ is a procedure
of demonstration that consists in extending to
all terms of a series what is valid only for the
first two terms. This is exactly what he does:

he extends the events of 701 under Sennacherib
to the events of 594/3 under Nebuchadnezzar
without seeing those events in terms of the
historical activity of Babylon and Judah®".(15)

The nature and orientation of the B-stage prophetic oracies
indicates that Hénaniah symbotised a whoie tradition with
firm ideological and social class roots. in relation to
reification as 'stealing', Mottu states:

"Reification occurs when certain people ’'steal’

the praxis of others, which is the case when

Hananiah ’'steals’' (f(sa.9:4) from lIsaiah and
simply transfers a word said in a given situation

into a quite different one. This process of
'stealing; is a far-reaching one and covers many
different situations, as iftlustrated by the

German peasants who saw their praxis being
‘*stolen’ from their hands by the princes and

Luther. ... so the text of Isaiah 9 becomes a
'thing’', even a commodity, at the disposal of
anyone at any time. Jer.23:30 speaks pointedly

against this ’'reification’ of the words of God".(16)
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Thus while black theolcgy shares the sentiments expressed in

the message about justice in the B-stage texts, it cannot
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identify with the abstract context in which this message now

appears. In these texts, both oppression and justice have
been "thingified", appearing now as vaguely good and eviii
The original message of Micah which was directed at the
ruling classes of Judah in the eighth century‘B.C.E., has
now been stolen from its concrete situation where it

-

concerned the condition of the poor and exploited. ihe

message is now being appliied to the Judean ruling class in

their refation with their foreign oppressors. The more
basic  contradiction between exploited peasants and
exploiting latifundaries in Judah has now- been replaced by

the secondary contradiction between Babyion and Judah or

other nations and israe!.

The Biack Struggle and the signified practice of Micah A-
texts

Micah 1:10-186

10. Declare it not in Gath

Weep, only weep.

In the streets of Beth—-aphrah

roll in the dust.

11. The Shophar they sound for you,
Rulers of Shaphir.

From her city she comes not out

Nobilities/Rulers of Zaanan

{ will make a lamentation, Beth-ezel,

I will take from you your standing place.
12. Who can hope for good
Nobilities/Rulers of Maroth

For evil has come dcwn from Yahweh,

to the gate of Jerusatem

13. You harness the charict to the team
Nobilities/Rulers of Lachish

That was the chief sin for the daughter of

Zion, that in you were found the crimes

of lisrael. .

14, To you they give parting gifts

Moresheth-Gath

Nobilities/Rulers of Achzib have become a failing brook
to the kings of lIsrael

Shatl still the heir come to you,
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Nobilities/Rulers of Mareshah?

Micah 2:1-65,8-9

1. Woe to those who contemplate wickedness,
who do evil upon their couches/beds,

At morning's light they carry it out

because they wield power.

2. They covet fields and expropriate them,
houses and carry them away,

They oppress a man and his household

A producer and his fundamental means of
production.

3. Therefore thus says Yahweh

Behoid | devise evil against these homesteads

An evil from which they cannot withdraw their .
necks,

and in relation to which they cannot waik upright
for it shall be an evil time.

4. In that day a taunt-song shalil be raised

over you; a lament shall be sung, saying:

"We are utterly ruined”.

The property of my people is exchanged/moved to and fro
There is none to remove it, to return our field through
redistribution ’

5. Therefore there will be no one to divide property
by lot in the assembly of Yahweh

8. But you! against my peopile

you arise as enemy. (Following Mays p.67)
From them (in front of them) their garment,
(their cioak you strip off,

(taking away securityl

Causing those who return from war,

to bring over security.

9. The women of my people you drive out,
from the houses they delight in

from their children, you take their
honour forever.

Micah 3:8-12

8. But indeed, | am filied with the spirit of
the Lord, with justice and power;

to deciare to Jacob his crime,

to Israeil his sin.

9. Hear this chiefs of the house of Jacob,
and magistrates of the house of I[sraeil -
the ones who pervert justice

and twist the straight thing

10. building Zion with bloodshed/murder
Jerusaiem with violence

11. Her chiefs judge for a bribe

Her priests give instruction for a price
Her prophets divine for money.

And they stiil trust in Yahweh, saying,
"1s not Yahweh near us?

Evil witl not come upon us!

12. Therefore because of you

Zion shall become a ploughed field
Jerusalem will be a ruin

and the mount of the house wooded heights.
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Micah 5:9-14

9. It shall be in that day, says the Lord,
| will cut off your horses from your midst,
10. ! wilil cut off the cities of your land
and | wil!l tear down aill your fortresses.
11. | will cut off sorceries from your hand,
and you will have no soothsayers.

12. | will cut off your idols

and your sacred pillars from your midst.

You shall not fetishise again

the works of your own hands.

13. | wil}l root out the Asherim from your midst
and will exterminate your cities

14. | will take vengeance in anger and in
wrath

upon the (nations) which have not heard.

Micah 6:9-15

9. The voice of Yahweh calls to the city
{and he who hears your name is weli-advised)
'Hear, O tribe and those who assemblie in the
city

10. Shall | forget the house of

Wickedness where treasures of wickedness are stored
and the despicable use of an ephah that is
too smalli?

11. Shall | approve anyone with fatse scales,
with cheating weights in his pouch

12. The rich ones are full of violence

The rulers speak with deception

all their speech is treachery.

13. So | have begun to smite you

to lay waste because of your sins.

14(a) You shall eat, and not be satisfied
14(t) Semen into your womb you will take

and not bring forth; '

and the ones you bring forth | will give

to the sword. .

15. You shall sow and not reap.

You shall tread olives and not anoint yourself
with oil,

grapes, and not drink wine.

This group of texts is specific about the class of people it

is addressed to. In 1:10-16 the addressees of the A-stage
material are . described as the “rulers/
nobilities/iandlords/authorities" of the various cities
fisted in the ltament. The transtation of yoshev as "“ruler,
authority" in contexts tike the one in this text has been

cogently argued for by Gottwatd who buiids on the arguments



of Alt as well as Cross.and Freedman. Concluding his study
of the use of yoshev as referring to political and/or socio-
economic rule Gottwald writes:

"When referring to the leaders of a region which

we otherwise know to have been divided into

several political sovereignties, such as Canaan
with its independent city-states, the plural views

all the heads of state in those several political
units as a collectivity sharing similar values,
attitudes, policies, or strategies. Therefore,
white | incline to view most of the enemy leaders
called yoshev/yoshevim in the premonarchic
sources as kings or princes, | do not agree with
Cross and Freedman in restricting the meaning of
the term to 'reigning princes’. The functionat

import of the general designation is something
like this: yoshev/vyoshevim are leaders in the
imperjial-feudal statist system of social
organization, with primary reference to enemy
kings but embracing other functionaries in the
statist system. As lsrael developed statist
sociopolitical organization of its own, the
term was increasingly applied to Israelite
functionaries in the state apparatus and, on
occasion, referred to persons of power in the
upper socio-economic strata irrespective of
their political office".(17)

Understood in this way, the ilament in 1:10-16 is addressed
to rutlers of towns/citi;s who may or may not have hetld
political power in a specific office. They do, however,
wield power (economic or' social)d and the behaviour and
practices which are commensurate with their position is
being lamented as the cause of the disaster that has beset
Judah. Mays argues that the historical context for this
lament of Micah is_ the destruction and suffering which
flowed over Judah following Sennacherib’'s military campaign
aiong the eastern Mediterranean coast in 701 B.C. Mays

writes further that:

v "Sennacherib moved against Judah from the west,
overwhelmed Lachish and cther 'strong cities’.
according to his count forty-six in all. The

defence system of fortified cities in the
Shephelah was certainly a focus of his attack.
He aliso claimed countless villages. Two hundred
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thousand of the populiation were said to have

been deported. Hezekiah was driven inside

Jerusalem, held there as though in prison, and

finally was spared only by submission and the

payment of an impoverishing tribute".(18)
In this lament, however, Micah does not simply bewail the
destruction which the Assyrians inflicted, but more

importantiy the pain which the population of Judah has been

caused as a result of the practices of the powerful classes

of the cities of Judah. They were the ones who were
exacting tribute from the peasants and squandering it in
fuxurious life-styles. It is they for whom the "shophar®
has been sounded (vs.11), much fike it is sounded for the

propertied classes and the slave-masters on the day of
Atonement (repossession, restitution, restoration) in the

Jubilee year (Lev.25:8ff).

The A-stage oracles are unambiguous about the crime of the
.ruling classes. The latter are economic exploiters who
accumuiate wealth to themselves by treacherous means: "They
covet fields and expropriate them, houses and.take them;
They oppress a man and his househola; A producer and his
fundamental! means of production” (Mic.2:2,8-9). This class
consists also of judicial authorities (communal {esaders and

magistrates), religious functionaires (priests and prophets)}

who participate in the injustices of the ruling classes by
perverting the jddicial system in the one case and
commodifying refigious services while invoking the
egalitarian religious ideotogy of Yahwism in the other case
(3:8-111.

The message of the A-stage oracles is equally direct: Yahweh

devises evil for this class. The position of power of the
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ruling classes together with their pride shal!i be destroyed
(2:3-5). Similarly, all the symbolis of oppression and
exploitation will fall prey to the wrath of Yahweh: "Zion
shall beﬁome a ploughed field, Jerusalem wili be a ruin"
(3:12). The oracles in 5:9-14 and 6:9-15 represent a vivid
and dramatic depiction of the forms and instruments of

oppression and exploitation against which Micah A speaks.

Thus the class or group of people on whose behalf the Micah

A oracles are speaking is not sympathetic with the
economic, politicai and ideological interests of the class
under'attack. It prophesies the destructionAof this class,
and its political and ideological structures. tt represents

the God who sees fundamental disruption of the status quo as
the only solution to the violence and corruption of the

ruling classes.

Radical as the oraclies of Micah "A" are, they, nevertheiess,
lack a dimension which would qualify them as revolutionary.
The absence of this dimension is discernible oniy through a
hérmeneutics of liberation which is rooted in the struggles

of the oppressed and exploited people today.

While identifying fully with the judgment meted out against
the ruling classes by the A-stage oracles, the biack working

class people of South Africa would experience an absence of

the voice af the fabauring and under-classes of Micah's
Judah in these texts. This is so because the Micah text as
a whole is a curious mixture af A-atage condemnation of
injustice with C-stage eschatology. There is a glaring

absence of oppressed peopie’s eschatology which constitutes
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the incompletenesé of the Micah text as a signifying
practice. The text lacks a vision of the future as seen
from the perspective of the poor. it does not even summon
the poor people to action. There is thus a serious
ideological tacuna in the text which can oniy be filled from
our side of history. éy this it is meant that contemporary
struggles for liberation having encountered a void in terms

of the actual struggles of the poor and exploited in the
text, have to offer their struggtles, hermeneutically, to
complete the text. in this way.‘the Micah discourse i3
liberated to enable contemporary victims of injustice to do
what Eagleton has termed: cstaging one's "own éignifying

practices to enrich, modify or transform the effects which

others' practices produce".(19)

!

it s at this point of thinking about creating alternative
discourses and practices that it is appropriate to turn to a
minority set of texts in the wider discourse of Micah,

namely, the "A/B" texts.

The Black Struggle and the signified practice of Micah A/B

Micah 1:8-9

8. Against this | will mourn and wai!l

l will go stripped and naked .
I will make a lamentation like jackals,

a grieving !ike the young of an ostrich

9. because | am sick frem her wound
for it has come up to Judah '

it has reached the gate of my people,
right up to Jerusalem.

Micah 4:3-4
3. He will judge between many people (refer 1s.2:2)
and decide 2gainst the stropng nations

up to a distant one

They will beat their swords into ploughshares
their spears into pruning knives. '
Nation will not raise sword against nation
Nor will they learn war again

4 . Each man shall sit under his vine,
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under his fig-tree,

And no one will be terrified

Fcr the mouth of Yahweh of Hosts has spoken.

This group of texts occupies a position on the border
between "A" stage and "B" stage material. in fact it could
be said that the group represents the kind cf "A" stage

texts that have been none too successfulily edited by the B-

stage signifying practician.

The first of these is Micah 1:8-9. This unit of material
describes the mourning of the prophet for the state of Judah
because of the wrath that Yahweh allows to befall the area.

As Mays correctliy states, "The historical event interpreted

by this theoiogical language is Sennacherib’s attack on
Judah and conquest of many of its cities, leaving King

Hezekiah shut in Jerusaliem. The situation suggested by the
verse (9) is the time when the conquest of the Shephelah and

hill country is complete, and only Jerusalem remains” _(20)

Notwithstanding some vagueness, indirectness and a certain
afr of abstractness in thfs text there is a concreteness
that only the experience of solidarity can signify. tt is a
concreteness and a directness which ontly tears can express.
Brueggemann makes the point succinctly:

"Tears are a way of solidarity in pain when no

other form of solidarity remains. And when one
addresses numbness clearty, anger, abrasiveness,
and indignation as forms of address wili{ drive

the hurt deeper, add to the numbness, and force
people to behaviors not rooted in experience".(21)

Even meore importantiy "grisving"” under certain circumstances

may constitute a revolutionary practice. The funerals of

the victims of police and army violence against black peopile

in South Africa are a case in point. The revolutionary
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effects of the "grieving" of biack masses for their
daughters and sons who fatl in struggle has forced the
powers that be to impose legistative, political and mititary

restrictions on the freedom of blacks to weep/lament for

their dead. For as Brueggemann correctly states:
"Such weeping is a radical criticism, a fearful

dismantling, because it means the end of all

machismo; weeping is something kings rarely do

without losing their thrones. Yet the loss of
thrones is precisely what is called for in
radical criticism”. (22)

The second group of the Micah A/B texts is 4:3-4. There can

be no doubt that vs.3(a) is a "B" text. It addresses
"people" and "“nations" in general. This verse has repiaced
an originally A material which addressed itself to
specific classes within the tributary social formation of

monarchic Judah.

This "B" material, however, provides a new hermeneutical
framework for what must be the most revolutionary part of
the entire biblical discourse (3(b)-4). The latter

redirects attention to the sphere of production of material

life. Verse 3(b) points to an aspect of the productive
activity which is destructive not only because the
technology it produces is for war, but because it 55 a
tuxury w&ich consumes resources, human‘and natural!, which
might have been usefully invested in activities . that
supported the life of the entire community. For the first

time a vision of an alternative society is projected as a

result of this reatigning and redirecting s f production
processes: '"Each man shall sit under his vine, under his
fig-tree, And no cne will be terrorised, For the mouth of

Yahweh of Hosts has spoken'”. (vs.4)



Thus while the oppressed and exploited peasants, artisans,
day-labourers, declasses of Micah's Judahn are entirely
absent in the signifying practice that the wider text of

Micah represents, something of their project and voice has

almost accidentalliy survived in the form of an A/B-stage

text. The survival of contradictory texts |ike these in a
discourse that is dominated by contrary perspectives
exemplifies the working of ideology. As | argqued in chapter

four of this study .and elsewhere:

"ideology is not a lie. It is rather a

harmonisation of contradictions in such a

way that the class interests of one group are

universaiised and made acceptable to other

classes. Also, ideology is not a selection

process or fifter through which certain facts

are constituted by their absence". (23)
There are, therefore, aspects of the texts which provide
hermeneutical links with the struggles and projects of the
oppressed peoples of biblical communities. These aspects of
biblical discourses serve also as a critique of present day
cultural and political discourses of the oppressed. The

absences in the text concerning the experiences of the

oppressed in ancient society, also reopen the canon of

scripture, in some sense, to the extent that they stimuiate
the production of new liberative religious discourses that
enrich, modify or transform existing practices. Thus black
culture and history as hermeneutical factors in black

theology in South Africa asks quecstions of the bibilical text

that seek tc estabtish ties with struggles for liberaticn in
the biblical communities. Similarly the liberative aspects
of the biblical discourses interrogate black cuiture and

history in the 1ight of the values and goats of struggiing
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classes in bibtical! communities. A theological hermeneutic
that brings out this dialectic in the appropriation of
biblfcal texts operates with a clear recognition of the fact
that usualily in idgological discourses "only the successful

are remembered. The biind aileys, the lost causes, and
the losers themselves are forgotten".(24) Differently put,
this hermeneutics is informed by the perspective that
recognhises that:

"The ideas of the ruling ciass are in every

epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which

is the ruling material force of society, is

at the same time its ruling intellectual force.
The class which has the means of material
production at its disposal, has control at the
same time over the areas of mental production,

so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas

of those who lack the means of mental production
are subject to it".(258) ’

The task of a biblical hermeneutics of liberation is to go
behind the dominant discourses to the discourses of
oppressed communities to link up with kindred struggfes.

In South Africa a common mythological expression of the role

of biblical discourses in the dispossession of blacks runs
fike this: "When the white man came to our country he had a
Bibte and we had the land. The white man said to the btack
man: 'Let us pray’. After the prayer, the white man had the
land and the black man had the Bible". The task now facing
a black theology of liberation is to enable blapk peopie to

use the Bible to gét the land back and to get the land back
without losing the Bible. tn order for this to happen black
theology must empfoy the progressive aspects of black
history and culture to liberate the Bible. so that the Bibtle
may |iberate btack people. That is the hermeneutical

diatectic.
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. In order for that to happen, though, a theoretically sound

195

and an ideologically clegr approach to the text of the Bible.

is a prerequisite. The above study of the book of Micah js
an example of how this might be done. The point of the
study of this text was to confront the class and ideological
conditions of production and existence of the text with the
clas§ and ideological pdsitionvand commi tment of the reader.
in the specific circumsfances of the racist and sexist
obﬁression and capitalist exploitation of black ~peopie in
South Africa, Micah A and A/B texts provide a poéitive
hermeneJtical cbnnection | with the struggles of biack
workers, on the one hand. The B and C texts of Micah serve
the strugglies of oppressed peoplies negatively, on the other
Hand. These latter texts represent forms_of dominatiqn and
the interest of dominant social classes that are not
dissimilar to jhose. of contemporary oppressors and
exploiters. Through an appropriation, albeit a negative

one, of these texts, the category of "struggle" is once

again brought to the fore.
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CHAPTER 7

BLACK HERMENEUTICAL APPROPRIATION OF THE SIGNIFIED PRACTICE
OF LUKE 1 AND 2

The Lukan text dbes not have the same fong history that the
Micah text has. Consequently it does not reflect a process
of recompositions that is discernible in this latter text.
Coote’'s method of isotfating editions of the text cannot,
therefore, be applied in the study'of Luke. The ideological
and theoretical questions put to the Micah text, especially
in relation to its hermeneutical use value in the biack
liberation struggle, however, remain ‘pertinent. tn this
\

sense., a similar hermeneutical appreciation of the text is

undertaken in this chapter.

Luke 1:1-4 represents the introduction to the entire gospel

of Luke. It has no particular relationship with the infancy
discourse that follows from wverse 5. No understanding of
any part of Luke-Acts, however, can be wrenched off this
introduction withouf losing an important part of its
rhetorical framework. It is this introduction, looked at

from the point of view of the struggies of the oppressed,
which exposes its social class base. The upper cltass form,

conventionality and interest of this portion, addressed to
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“Theophilus, His Exceilency”, is unmistakabie. For as Mayer
writes about the class base and commitment of Luke:

"Als Historiker aber tritt er, unabhangig von
seinen personiichen Interessen, in den Dienst
der Oberschicht, die Geschichte stets als ihre
Domane betrachtete. Sie hat Zeit und Kraft,
sich von der Aktualitat zu losen, 50 wie der
Unterschicht nichts anderes ubrigbleibt, als

sich in ihre gegenwartige Not zu fugen.". (1)
Luke’s desire to write “an orderly account", for the
consumption of the ruling cilass in whose service he
obviouslty is, refilects the "Ordnungtheologie"(2) which is

the ideological framework whereby he is to signify the Jesus
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_movement and practice. Such a theology subjugates and
subsumes the culftural discourses of subordinate classes
under those of the dominant classes. This, a black working
class biblical hermeneutics detects ab jnitio, because it
arises, itself, from the praxis of a peopie whose movement
and struggles have constantiy fost its values and symbols.

These values and symbols the black struggle has constantly

lost to the dominant signifying political, cutlttural and
economic practices that steal them under the guise of
promoting the interests of black peopie. The hidden agenda

has of course subsequentiy been found by critical anaiysts
to have been tied to "law and order" concerns. These
concerns amount to the maintenance of the status quo, rather
than the strugqgle fdr liberation and justice. The ideology
of Apartheid in South Africa, for instance, was inaugurated
under the guise of enabling black people not fo fose their
Yeculture". The Bantustan system is promoted by its black
appointees as an instrument through which bliack "values and

culture” can be promoted, signifying the independence and



autonomy of blacks. Monopoly capitailist advertising
practices, whereby the black working class is further
undermined and exploited by capitatists, now uses African or
biack culture and experience to universalise the dominance
of the commodity-form.' For an example, a current commercial
advertisement of Xtra-strong sweets/candy, steals a black
mine worker's oppositional discourse which is expressed in

the form of a song, and uses it to strengthen capital's

dominance aver labour . The song in question is the famous
“"Chocholoza kwezintaba, setimela sivela eRhodesia". This is
a song about the experiences of migrant mine workers in

South Africa returning from the mines in Rhodesia. it has
new been turned into a commercial advert and retranslated:
"Di-Xtra strong, Di-Xtra strong ...". Hegemonic discourses
thrive on the theft of the struggles, symbels, and valués of
the movement or people they seek to contain and eventually
subjugate. It is argued here that this is also true of
religious texts such as the Bible. The "stories"™ recorded
in the Bible are as ideoloéically probiematic as those in

other secular discourses.

Although Luke, in his gospeli, deals with what can only have
been a subversive movement in Palestine and Rome in the
first century, his purpose, as inscribed in his
introduction, seeks vto contain that movement. Thus the
"biack struggie", as a hermeneutical category of black

theology, begins a reading of Luke's discourse with a
drawing of daggers against Luke’s ideological intentions.
1t refuses to be drawn into an appreciation of an “orderly”

presentation of Jesus and his movement . Luke seeks to cliean
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Jesus up: to make him one of the heroes, a cult-leader
rather than the failure that his death represented in the
face of the repressive and murdercus State machinery of "law

and order".

Bibiical scholars have hinted at this tendency on the part

of Luke to promote Rome and its agents - the tatter being
strewn all over the empire, including Jewish religious and
secular nobilities. The ideological commitments of many

contemporary schotiars, however, have prevented them from
drawing out the hermeneutical implications’ of this

propensity.

Fitzmyer, for instance, correctly points out that Luke
differs from the other evangelists because of "his desjre'to
relate the story of Jesus not only to the contemporary worid
and culture, but also to the growth and development of the
nascent Christian church".(3) He aftso locates the writing
of Luke's gospe! in the crucial period Q.E. 80-85.
Nevertheless, none of these issues seem to evoke any social-
historical and cultural implications for Fitzmyer. It does
not even seem to occur to Fitzmyer that the period C.E. 80~
85 may be connected with the time -of the deepest division
between the Jesus movement and the dominant forces of Roman
society, as illustrated Qy the severity of Christian

persecution under Emperor Domitian. (4)

Perrin exhibits a greater sensitivify to the socio-political
character of Luke’s signification of the Jesus movement. He
constantly points to the tendency in Luke to seek

normalisation of the refations between the church and the



Roman Empire. He adds, however, that it should ailse be

remembered that Luke "also uses the earlier traditions of

Hellenistic Jewish Mission Christianity".(S)c The point of
this is that Lﬁke Wants to ground his message in the
religio-cultural traditions of the Jesus movement, and
Jewish higstory and religion. This isvthe basis on which his
message is lggitimated.(ﬁ) The real purpose, however, of
his message is to accommodate the gospe! of Jesus and its
movement to the Roman Empire. Nevertheless, while the
Jewish origin of the gospel! is an important factor in Luke,

it is also the case that the Jews are blamed for the death
of Jesus as wel! as the destruction of Jerusalem. As Perrin
aptly describes the situation:

" ..in Luke-Acts persecution is only part of the
whoie problem of relations between the Christians
and the Empire. ... A3 long as Christians expected
the world to pass away shortly, they could revile
Rome and its Empire in anticipation of its imminent
destruction, as John of Patmos does in Revelation 18
the author of Luke-Acts consistently presents
Roman authorities as sympathetic to the Christian

movement ... The Christians’ difficulties are not
the hostility of Roman authorities but the
machinations of the Jews (Acts 13:28;i14:2,19;18:12
etc.) ... Thus the author attempts to present Roman
authority to Christians, and the Christians to Roman
authorities, in the best possibie light, in the hope
of fostering good relations between them.". (7)
Perrin, however, seems unable to draw the real political
hermeneutical implications of Luke's ideological practice.

On the contrary, he timidly interprets the issue of this

practice as a matter of realpoiitik.(8) The question that

he fails to put is, on which side in the soctial class
strugglies of the Roman Empire was Luke’'s discourse? This
gquestion raises the further question whether it mattered to

Luke, if it is true that reaipolitik was his concern,
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whether in the process he destroyed the raison d'etre of the

very movement he is trying to save.

\

A black biblical hermeneutics of liberation, nurtured in the
knowledge that struggies and images of strugglies get stolen
ostensibly to promote the interests of the oppressed, but in
reality to serve the cause of the ruling classes, departs
from Norman Perrin's expianation of fhe reason for the Lukan

practice.
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The position of a black biblical hermeneutics of {iberation
in this respect, approximates that of Nickie. it is,
firstly, a polemical appropriation of the text. It seeks to
expose the rhetorical structures of the text by which
'discourses produce politicatlly undesirable effects. In
other words, it joins the ciasg struggle of which the
biblical text is a signified practice. Thére are two

important points, for instance, that Nickle argues ought to
be kept in mind when dealing with Luke 1:1-4. The first
point relates to the fact that Theophiius catls to mind a
special gategory of people in Greek society of the time.
These were Gentiles who were attracted to the Jewish
religion. According to Nickle, this group would have been
receptive to the gospel on account of their acguaintance

with Jewish traditions, especially the traditions of the

Messiah.
The second point is that the term "most exceltent" was
commoniy used to address nigh ofificiais. Nickle writes:

"Possibily Luke was concerned to correct any mis-
understanding Theophilus had about the nature and
intent of the Christian movement. ... He seems to
have been sensitive to that"segment of the society
in which his community lived." (91



Concerning the first point, Nickle comes close to exposing
the ethnic reductionism that characterises most scholarship
of this period. The essence of this reductionism consists
of tendencies to artificially separate Jewish ethnicity from
Hellenistic Greek or even Roman cultural orientations. bt
is this separation which posits the non—Jewishness of Luke
on the., grounds simply that he was culturally Greek, and was
from Antioch in Syria. Scholars do not, however, cease to
puzzie over Luke's predilection for the Jewish scriptures,

albeit the Greek version of the scriptures.

More importantly, however, is the ideological suppression of
the hermeneutical significance of the Pategtinian
persecution of the Jesus movement. Luke, as was pointed out
earlier, blames the “"Jews" for the death of Jesus and the
destruction of Jerusalem. But sureily the oppressed and
exploited Jewish peasants, day labourers, unempioyed,
prostitutes and various kinds of other sub-classes cannot be
made to share in this biame! Rather, it was the Roman
ruling classes in coltusion with their Jewish ruling class
agents who combined to crush the movement in Patlestine and

in other parts of the Empire.

Thus the persacution of a targely, but probably not

excliusively Jewish movement, such as the Jesus movement was,

was no new phenomenon. The Maccabean revolt was a
consequence of similar repressive measures as faced the
Jesus movement. Luke. by collapsing all social
configurations under the encompassing terms "jews!" and

"Gentiles" deliberately obscures the objective class

204



divisions that cut across ethnic cleavages in the Empire.
When bibiical scholarship uses these terms aiso, it coltudes

ideotogically with the Lucan discourse.

The second point made by Nickle raises the possibility that
Luke might have been aﬁ empioyed ideologist for a government
official in some magisterial area in some province of Rome.
While the point cannot be pressed too far, it is plausible.
Nevertheiess, whether or not, historicaliy, Luke worked for
such an official he‘ in fact wrote for the social ciass to
which such an official would belong. Nickle writes:

-"Luke made a considerable effort to exonerate the
Roman Empire from any direct quiilt for the
execution of Jesus (Luke 23:4,7,13-16,22,47) and
for the persecution of the Christian church (a
frequent motif in Acts). He was concerned to
portray Christianity as an apolitical movement.

It was not a subversive sect of revolutionaries
intent on overthrowing (mperial Rome. Ltuke even
hinted that since God was at work in the Christian
church, governmental authority was incapable
ultimately of suppressing the Christian faith.". (10)

Luke 1:5-25

Fitzmyer, following Burrows, makes the boint that to cail
"the infancy narratives 'imitative historiography’ means
that whatever historical matter has been preserved by the
two evangelists has been assimilated by them to other
fiterary accounts .- Luke's story of Jesus not only

parallels his story of John in part, but has unmistakable

resonances of the 5tory of the childhood of Samuel in the
Otd Testament 1 Samue | 1T=-31"_ (113 " Sanders, in
contradistinction to Fitzmyer and many other biblical

scholars, draws attention to the hermeneutical significance
of these story parallels. To others these parallels appear

to be simple objects of empirical literary discovery.
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Sanders asserts, however, that "the true shape of the Bible
as canon consists of its unrecorded hermeneutics which tie

between the lines of most of its literature*.(12)

Rooted in the history of struggle that requires of it to

develop, dinter alia, .a hermeneutics of suspicion, a black

theology of fiberation recalls in its reading of Luke 1:5-
25, what has recentiy been termed =a "war of images'.
Hilton-Barber in an article entitied "Images of War, War of

Images” describes how black South Africans. who are involved
in the revolt against the Apartheid state and society have
come to jearn what the government knew for much longer:
"That once you tose control of the images that have been
taken of ybu. you are open to exploitation on a grand
scale".(13) This is so because the subsequent forms ot any
struggle are shaped and determined, to a very large extent,
by the signification of that struggle in extant discourses.
As Hilton-Barber points out in relation to South Africa:

"It doesn’t help that the worid’s media are

portraying the country as a seething pit of

revoiutionary and reactionary violence. However,

conflict is the staple diet of news, and where

there’'s confilict, there's room for rich trading

in images. This has put foreign correspondents

at the forefront of the government's ire.

Security legisfation in the wake of the Emergency

is being designed to put a halt to the flow of

embarrassing images of human rights viotations

that are being hung up for all the worid to see.

Losing controt of the image of one’'s self is

tantamount to losing control of one's self

altogether”. (14)
Thus Luke 1:5-25 is appropriated in black theology, firstly
in a political way. Using the category of "the black
struggle”, part of whose experience 1is the defense of and

against images, black theology must interrogate the

annunciation of the birth of John the Baptist as part of
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Luke's discourse on the Jesus movement. ln other words, it
is asked, what is the role of this section of the text in
the signification of the Jesus practice? This question
takes us back to Fitzmyer’'s point that that paraliel of the
Jesus story with John the Baptist and Samuel!’'s childhoad is
unmistakable. The hermeneutical question, however, must
inguire as to the ideofogical effects intended by Luke in
framing the Jesus story on the basis of the discourse

concerning John the Baptist.

ln order, however, to make historical, sociological and

ideological sense of this hermeneutical technigue on the

part of Luke, it is appropriate first to recall the generatl
socio~historical context out of which Luke's discourse
arises and in which it represents a determinate ideological

intervention.

Almost atl bibiical scholars of the early Christian period
tend to underplay, if not ignore, the social conflict
characteristic of the centuries just preceding the birth of
Jesus. Consequentliy the significance of this conflict for
underétanding the New Testament discourses is lost.
Horsley and Hanson's recent study of the popular resistance
movements at the time of Jesus promises to provide a real
sense of the mood and processes at work. It is, however,
Gottwaid who provides the most iiiluminating perception of
the struggles and confliicts in the period leading to Jesus’
birth.
He points out that in the second century B.C.E.,

“"The national situation that generated sharply

defined factions was the major realignment of

socioeconomic¢c, political, and religious forces
set in unrelenting motion by the abortive attempt
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to Helilenize Judaism radically and by the reactive
emergence of an independent Jewish state that
ironically took on a decisive Hellenistic character
in spite of its anti-Hellenistic beginnings. The
radical minority coup to displace traditional
Judaism by submerging it in a syncretistic Syro-
Hellenistic cult failed totally. ... With
Hellenistic religious syncretism excluded by an
overwhelming Jewish consensus, the key question
now had to do with whether and how Jewish society
and state should appropriate the internationally
operative Hellenistic socioeconomic and poiitical
structures and assumptions”. (15)

In order to qnderstand, properly, the importance for Luke of
the priestly traditions he invokes in 1:656-256, it is

necessary to go back to the situation facing the Jewish

population under Heltenistic cofonial rule as described by
Gottwald.

The Hellenizing programme of the Hasmoneans increasingly
causéd the emefgence of factions and parties among the Jews.
The Hasidian group of devout Judahites who had supported the
Maccabean revolt, became progressively dissatisfied with

the Jewish rulers who played the role of Hellenistic

princes. This group was the forerunner of the later
Pharisees. Another faction of devout Judahites which felt
even more strongly about a strict practice of the law was
the Essenes. This group "decided to pull away from the
corrupt society into rural communes where they could live
out their religion uncompromisingly".(16) At the same

time, another faction developead out of the commercial
opportunitiées offered by the wars of expansion of the
Hasmonean state. Gottwald describes the situation

succinctly:
\
"The rising commercial secrors formed an
aristocracy of 'new wealith' that openiy vied with
'old wealth' aristocrats for political and economic
power, for instance for contro! of seats on the
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national! governing council, for influence on royal

policies and appointments, and for control! of the

temple economy. It was this new aristocracy that

came to be known as the Sadducees, stemming largely

at first from lay circlies, although in time they

gained ascendency in the priesthood at the expense

of the old aristocrats. By Herodian times it

appears that 'old’' and 'new’' aristocracies reached

an accommodation based in large part on their

common need to block and counterbalance the rising

influence of the ’'populist’ Pharisees". (17)
Given this configuration of social, political and religious
forces how did Luke make his choices and from which specific
tendencies did he pick his images of the Jesus movement?
What ideological interest shaped his hermeneutics? Using
varying pre-existing traditions of struggle from the earlier
period of lsraelite history (1 Samuel 1-3) as well as from
the more recent history of resistance under home colonial
rule, Luke fashions a discourse whose class and ideological
interests are specific. Given the nature of the resistance

in the period preceding Jesus' birth it seems reasonable to

argue that the image which Luke finds amenable to his

purposes from this period is of a tradition of pious
priesthood which obeyed fully alt the Lord's commands and
laws (1:56-7). Out of this tradition will come one to whom
the following will apply:

"You are to name him John. How gtad and happy

many others will be when he is born! He wifl be

a great man in the Lord's sight. He must not

drink any wine or strong drink. From his very

birth he witl be filled with the Holy Spirit, and

he will bring back many of the people of lsrael

to the Lord their God ... he will turn disobedient

people back to the way of thinking of the

righteous; he will get the Lord’'s people ready for

him" (1:13-17).

~

The Essene-like features of this image of John the Baptist’s
mission is unmistakable. It is also an image that -

tainted, iike that of the Qumran community, with some



apocalyptic visions. This image could form a socio-
religious discourse in the sec§nd century B.C.E. that sought
to deal with the cultural-poliitical oppression and economic
exploitation of the Jewish population by opting out of what
if saw as a corrupt community. That John the Baptist is to
be tocated within this tradition can be seen nof only‘from
Luke’'s identification of him with the pious priestiy group
here bdbut also by how he is portrayed in Luke 3:1-20; Matthew

3:1-12; Mark 1:1-8; John 1:19-28.

Thus Luke selects the "withdrawal?®” image of resistance
against cuftural, bolitica( and economic domination as a

hermeneutical lense for appropriating the Jesus movement.

Biack theology. secondly, engages the text of Luke 1:5-25
"appropriatively". By this is meant that the black working

class christians, using the weapon of black theolagy, must

interpret the text against the grain. They must refuse to
allow the text to limit the hermeneutical options to Luke's
choice of images of struggle. Black working cliass

christians, drawing from their own history of struggle
against hostile natural forces in the precapitalist mode,
and against hostile social forces, the chiefs and their

entourage in the tributary stage, and white capitalists and

their lackeys in the capitalist mode, must bounce off the
Lucan discourses against their own . The significance of
this encounter between discourses is underscored by Willis
and Corrigan 1n their study of contemporary working cfifass

cultural forms. They write:

"It 15 when ’'discourses’ are brought together, or
contextualized in rea! situations which always
have other bases of meaning, that their partiality

210



and contradictoriness is expcsed - through the

very resources of those ‘discourses’ and the

complex juxtaposed patterns of what each doces not

say or renders non-contradictory through omission'".(18)

To the black theology of liberation it is the absences in
Luke’s discourse that speak more eloquentiy. Similarly the
Lukan discourse interrogates the silences of the black

working class struggle, questioning its lack of support for

specifically ruling class values and practices. Of course
Luke can interrogate the black struggle’'s orientations
because he first interrogated and contained the Jesus

movement, as evidenced by his gospel.

Thus, explaining how ideology functions in the texts through
discourses bouncing off each other, Wiltlis and Corrigan
write:
"'Ideology' is not only the 'content’ of these
'discourses' but the particular ’preferred’

relation of their silences to each other as well.
tt is working class culture, or its cultural

praxis, which makes this silence speak - dut not
in words, or not in words with the verbal
‘discourse' of its meaning at their centre. The

various ’'discourse’ positions which to a greater or
lesser extent base themselves on ianguage thus

write out working class meaning, destroy the

real agency of its subjects, and banish sense

and knowledge from all but bourgeocis 'discourses’

- we have the largest social tautology

masquerading as science: and its cost is the
eradication of the working class from history”. (19)

it is through those social forces and processes about which
Luke’s gospel! is silent, as illustrated by the omission in
the text of other responses to Helienistic and Roman
domination, that biack working class Christianity seeks to
speak. The "presences" of the the black strugg!é have to

interrcgate the "“absences" of the biblical text. The black
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struggie, with its broad variety of responses to domination
and exploitation exposes the contradiction between the
cognitive and emotive structures of the text. That is to

say, through its cognitive structures the text would have us

212

believe that its choice of the priest Zechariah represents-

an enforcement of historical truth; that the historical
situation concerning priests as a social category in First
Century Palestine is exhausted by what Zechariah stood for.
Throdgh its emotive structures, however, the intentions,
wishes, dislikes and commitments of the text come to the
fore and the ostensibly historical mention -of Zechariah is
shown to express a particular ""jived' relation to thé real
which may be neither verified nor falsified".(20)} Thus a
critical black biblical hermeneutics of liberation is soon

aware that the invocation of the priestiy connection through

the use of Zechariah, represents a particutfar emotive
enunciation, not a historical statement. It is, however,
the contradiction between "the historjcal" and the use of
"the historical™" in an ideological discourse which provides

a lever for a hermeneutical appropriation of that text in

spite of itself.

The black theology of fiberation appropriates Luke 1:5-25,
thirdly, in a projective way. It interprets it in ways that
intends effects conducive to the victory of the liberation
struggle. This is done notwithstanding the class character
and ideological commitments of the text. For as Willis and
Corrigan have argued cancerning ine encounter between

discourses, that:

"Having once opened up their territories of meaning
to struggle, the same meaning can never be recouped.
The dominant ciass might-’chocose’ the terrain, but




not always the outcome® . (21)

With the agenda of - the text laid bare, hermeneutical
connections with similar agendas in the contemporary -setting

may be made. The usefuiness or otherwise of the agenda of

the text cannot be decided a _priori. It has to be tested on

the basis of the demands and experience of the struggle of

the black working ciass people.

The points made above confirm one of the hypotheses of this
study - that the texts of the Bible are sites of struggle.
The extent to which such texts may be used against goals
other than middie and ruling class ones indicates the non-

neutral character of the texts themselvés. Luke 1:5~-25

constitutes a study in ruling class discourses, their form,

intentions and possible effects. But again as Willis and
Carrigan so poignantly assert in relation to appropriations
of discourses for socialist construction:

‘“Starting points, ... are not finishing points.

Precisely, in fact, because they are not finished,
final, complieted, fixed, they represent possibie

starting points for the socialist project. In the
course of the latter’'s long construction they wil!
be transformed. But just as the seemingly

impermeabie 'discourses’ of capitalist hegemony
are the raw materials through which working class
culture comes to know its difference, so too are
the cultural forms of resistance won and sustained
by the working class, the raw materials for the
knowledge and practices of socialist construction.
Taking culture seriously means taking it not as we

would like it to be - neat, parcelled, correct,
ready (fast food socialism) ~ but as we find it,
and that finding requires more than a singie
glance. It requires a profanity and a willingness
to be surprised by the orders of experience.
'Theory is good’, said freud’'s teacher Charcot,

'but it doesn’'t prevent things from existing’.
'Discourses' are bad, we are saying, but they do
not stop cultural forms of resistance from
existing”". (22)
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Ruling'class biblical discourses, therefore, should not, by
their prepcnderance among the basic christian refigious
texts, stop the existence of re(igid-cultural forms of
resistance. The black working class cutture and history
should press the silences between itself and the dominant
biblical discourses to speak in favour of the victory of the

struggle for the {iberation of the oppressed and exploited.

Luke 1:26-2:51

The discursive structures of the infancy narrative have
already been exposed on the  basis of a poliemical
criticism/oppositional code derived from a black theology
rocted in the black struggle. The ruling ciass interests
and morality of the text as it now stands was pointed out.
The question now, is how does a biblical hermeneutics of
liberation appropriate the discourses of Luke against the
grain and in such a way as to intend the effects that are
conducive to the iiberation struggle. The only way to do
this, is by penetrating beneath the texts and going beyond

the texts to their silences.

Luke 1:26-2:561 provides a terrain of struggle for the black

working class people. As a ruling class discourse it cannot
be used as a weapon of the struggle for {iberation, except
negatively. Black working ciass peocple encounter in this

text the alienation and conflict that they have to do battile
with in contemporary culturat struggles. Thus a politicalty
conscious community of struggle. instead of appropriating
the text unproblematically, chooses rather to struggle with

the dominant forces within the text to get beyond them to



the suppressed oppositional forces. In this way the
struggle against contemporary ruling ciass cuftural,
poltitical and economic discourses is continued on the

battle-ground provided by the signifying practices cf the

text.

In the biack working class religious situation in South
Africa, the real import of‘the liberative hermeneutics of
the birth narrative comes into its own during Good Friday.
The "seven words on the Cross?® tradition which is the

highlight of the Good Friday services in the biack churches
in South Africa, includes Jesus’ words to Mary, his mother:

"But standing by the cross of Jesus were his
mother, and his mother’'s sister, Mary the wife
of Clopas, and Mary Magdeiene. When Jesus saw
his mother, and the disciple whom he loved,
standing near, he said to his mother, ’'Woman,
behold, your son!’ Then he said to the disciple,
'Behold, your mother!’ And from that hour the
disciple took her to his own home".

(John 19:256-27 R.S.V.)

wWhen black preachers expound on this text they invariably

raise the issues that cause tears to be released in the eyes

of the so-called "illegitimate" sons and daughters and their
unmarried mothers. A great deal of weeping and sorrow cover
the congregations at this point. it is important, however,

to know that the sadness that is experienced at this time is
not over the so-called 'moral’ problem of illegitimacy.
Rather, the sorrow is over the economic disinvestment
imposed on a single parent faﬁily by the death of a son or a
daughter . Consequentiy, the emphasis of the preaching
invariably falls on the disciple’'s response: "And from that

hour the disciple took her to his own home" (v.273.



Black working c¢lass religious people experience the message

of this text (John 19:25-27) like people who have nct read
the infancy narrative of Luke. Their own historical and
cultural discourses, circumscribed by the fact that the

majority of black ycung women under Apartheid capitalism are
siﬁgle mothers, pushes them beyond Luke’s Mary, the wife of
Joseph of the Davidic house, to Mary the singie parent ang
possibly member of the under-classes of Galilee. The black
working class historical and cultural discourses operate an
the basis of the fact that if Jesus had been of the rovyal
biood, there would have been no need to find a disciple to
look after Mary in the absence of her real son.

Thus through struggle with the dominant forces inscribed in
the text itself the oppressed and exploited people today can
seek to discover kin struggles in biblical communities.
These biblical struggles, then, serve as a source of
inspiration for contemporary struggtles, and as a warning

against their co-optation.

The category of the "black struggle" as a hermeneutical
factor draws its poetry from a future which in this
struggie’s collision with the text of Luke 1 and 2 is
experienced as an "absence®". The visions and ideais of the

black struggle are eloquent in the Lukan text by the text’'s
s1lences about the struggles and aspirations of the

oppressed and exploifed pecple of First Century Palestine.

Be that as it may, the dominant class character of the
signifying practices of the biblical text does not guarantee
the outcome of the struggles. As Eagleton succinctly

asserts:
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*#. ..nothing secures the securing: those priviieged
signifiers thus become the space of a struggle, so
that we are cursorily to define ideology as ’'the
class struggl!e at the ltevel of signifying practices"’.
The transformation of those signifiers may well take
the form of a refusal of closure itself, an un-
leashing of pluratity, transgression, and contra-
diction which dissolves 'narrative’' into "text’'; but
its other moment, necessary if we are to avoid a
formalistic, essentialist valorizing of ’'pluraflity’
and 'heterogeneity’' in themseives, and a consequent
reversion to some debased Lebensphifosophie, is the
fight for the instaiment of alternative, socialist
significations, and thus for an alternative, if
always provisional, kind of closure". (23}

It is this question of the production of alternative
significations which should be at the heart of a biblical
hermeneutics of liberation. Within the Christian tradition
it strikes at the crucial area of the canon of scripture.

It raises the question of the class character and
ideological basis of the canon of scripture. Also, it
points to an already ongoing process of the reopening of the
canon of scripture as represented by the interpretations and
uses of the Bible in the light of popular experiences of the
oppressed. Above altl, it calis for a "projective
appropriation of biblicaf texts in such a way that the
absences and silences in these texts may serve as spaces
from which the thrust of alternative significations and
discourses may be taunched. '
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CHAPTER 8

CONCLUS!ONS

There are two major conclusions which emerge from this
study. The one is that in a black history and culture

characterised by class, gender and age contradictions and in

relation to which some contemporary biacks are
contradictorily located, there is not likely to emerge oniy
one black theology of liberation. This conclusion is based
on the analyses made ,i" the first three chapters of this
work. In chapter one it was shown how the class and
cultural—idéological identifications of black {heclogians
have kept them enslaved to the biblical hermeneutical

assumptions of the very white theology they criticise and

;eek to replace. It was further argued that even the new
sociological approaches, as outtiined in chapter two, wouid
not represent a step forward as most of it is stil!l rooted
in bourgeocis white ideological assumptions. _Mgre
importantiy, it was demonstrated in chapter three that black
history and culture from the precolonial period to the
present has never been monolithic. "Black theologians, as
products and inheritors of ‘black history and culture, are
differentialiy 1nserted 1nto this nistory and culture. Thus

the need for ideological and theoretical vigilance cannot be
overstated. For in biack theology, as in other discourses

of liberation, not all that glitters is gold. This study
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has underscored the importance of recognising that a

piurality of black theologies of lipberation is a reality of:

the contemporary South African situation as influenced and

shaped by biack history and culture in addition to bourgeois

society.T Some black theologies of iiberation wiill be
bourgeois in orientation, seeking to fight for the
restoratipn of former black ruling class positions. The
religious roots of chh black theologies of Iiberation are

tikely to be traceable to such historical movements as the
Ethiopian Church. Nationalist in character and royalist in

ideological perspective, this Ethiopian refigious discourse

is likely to continue to inspire certain brands of
theological opposition among black South Africans. The
biblical hermeneutical apﬁropriations_ of such brands of
black theoliogy are likely to coincide with the ideological
and political interests of their royalist counterparts in
the Biblie - such as for examéle, many texts in the Psalims.

Other black theologies of {iberation wiltl represent more
middfe class culturai, ideological and political
perspectives. This strand of blfack theological opposition

has roots historicatly in the phenomenon of diviners and
prophets in biack society. More recently this tradition has
been represented by the black inteflectual elehent. mahy of
them products of chrjstian mission education. It is a
religious discourse and an opposition movement that found
explicit political cuimination in the philosophy of dblack

consciousness in the iate 1960s and eariy i5 The

discourse that officially came to be known as black theoiogy

of liberation in South Africa in the 1970s and 80s is
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represented by this particular trajectory of the biack

struggle.

Yet another brand of black theology of jfiberation adopts
consciousiy black working class perspective. The historical
foundations of this strand tie in the struggles Gf the

lowest and, often times, poorest members of the black

community from precolonial times to the present. In

contemporary times and especially under conditions of
monopoly capitalism in South Africa, the non~-discursive

sociological expression of this religious practice has been

in terms of the Zion-Apostoiic¢ African churches. The
biblical hermeneutics of this refigious practice, in the
absence of a theoreticatiy well=-grounded theological

discourse, is a subversive non-systematic worrxing c¢lass
distortion of the Bible in favour of the struggles aof its

members.

It is heid that this latter brand of black theology is
potentially the most genuinely liberative. It has been

argued, however, that it first needs to rejocate itself more

systematically and critically in the broad bilack working

class struggle and in an ideological and theoretical
.framework that is capable of bringing about the material
liberation of blacklworking class people. Hopefully this
study contributes to such a project. Basing itself on an
Qnderstanding of the concept of "struggle" as a

s 1

hermeneuticail taoi, this brand o¢f black theclecgy, in its
systematic and critical form, proceeds to apply it to the

reading of the Bible. in this way it participates in the

struggles of the texts, and thus empowers peopie .for
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participation in the struggles of contemporary communities

of faith.

The second major conclusion of this study which is refated

to, and in some sengse follows from the first, is that in a
society divided by ciass, race and gender there must
certainiy be a plurality of biblical hermeneutics. These

hermeneutics function to reproduce or to rationalise or to
transform the social-economic and: political status quo.
South Africa is probably the best, though not the only,
modern example of a country in which the ruling potitical
group has consciously developed a biblical hermeneutics that
reproduces and sustains its idéological ang poiitical
interests. The theoretical tragedy in South Africa has

been that black theologians, in opposing the theology of the

white dominant groups, have appealed - to the same
hermeneutical framework in order to demonstrate a contrary
truth. According to black theologians, the contrary truth

they wish to assert is the claim that God is on the side of

the oppressed and not that of the oppressors. This study
S R - - .. . R T - - -

has tried to show, however, that an ideologically,
epistemologicatily and theoretically different biblical

hermeneutics is needed.

Thus an approach tq the Bible which reads the texts of the
Bible backward has been opted for. That is, a biblkcai
hermeneutical method which seeks to discover the questions
of which the texts are answers, the probiems of which thney
are the solutions. Such a bibltical hermeneutics of
liberation eschews the inteliectual laziness aor

deiliberate ideoliogical option that simply colludes with the



text withobt much ado. Rather a mutual interrogation
between text and situation in the light of the struggles

which both represent, is allowed to take place.

These two <conclusions more than confirm the hypotheses that

2214

this study set out to test. It may now be stated that the -

Bible is the product, the record, the site and the weapon of

class, cultural, gender and racial struggles. A biblical
hermeneutics of liberation that does not take this fact
seriously can dnly falter in its project to emancipate the
poor and the éxploited of the world. Once more, the

statement rings true "that the poor and exploited must

liberate the Bible so that the Bible may liberate them.
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