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ABSTRACT: South African churchmen created Black Theology during the late
1960s and early 1970s to add a theological dimension to the African struggle against
apartheid. In doing this, they looked to western Christianity, African-American the-
ology, and their own experience of suffering as sources of inspiration, while creating
a new religious culture and political orientation to liberate their people from Euro-
pean domination. Hence, Black Theology is in fact an anti-ruling class ideology
designed to subvert the existing sociopolitical order. This study examines that ideology
treating it as a case study and using Gramscian theory as an interpretive grid.
Moreover, it argues that Black Theology informs Gramsci and in so doing, identifies
four specific contributions that Christianity is capable of making to a cultural revo-
lution, which include a moral standard, a structured community, an emancipatory
language, and a divinely inspired comment to the struggle.

South African revolutionaries created Black Theology as a weapon in their struggle
against apartheid and as an insurrectionary socioreligious voice in Third World politics.
In producing this philosophy, subversive ideologues sought to liberate Africans from the
racist exploitation of their European conquerors. Hence, Black Theology was born in the
midst of struggle: it was conceived in a setting of uncontainable rage and energized by
mass civil unrest.

The ten-year interval between 1967 and 1977 was a critical period in the developmental
history of South African Black Theology, as it constituted its formative years: the
University Christian Movement, the organization out of which Black Theology emerged,
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was founded in 1967, and the Black Consciousness Movement, the political setting which
encouraged the early development of the ideology, was banned in 1977. Several radical
intellectuals contributed to this initial time of growth, including Moore (1972), who edited
The Challenge of Black Theology in South Africa, the first published statement of the
theology’s basic tenets; Tutu, who published “Black Theology” (Tutu, 1974), one of the
earliest apologetics for the ideology; and Boesak (1977), whoseFarewell to Innocence
was the first book to attract international attention to the discipline.

In this study, I first examine the history and seminal publications of this period, treating
Black Theology as a case study and using Gramscian theory as an interpretive grid. I then
apply analytic generalization to my findings to determine how my research might expand
Gramsci. Finally, I argue that South African Black Theology informs Gramscian theory
and identifies several contributions that Christianity is capable of making to a cultural
revolution.

A review of existing research demonstrates an omission in the literature that this study
addresses. First, the majority of the work on Gramsci examines the substance and
implications of his political theory without interpreting a definite sociopolitical situation.
For example, in his “Hegemony and the Crisis of Legitimacy in Gramsci,” Martin (1997)
calls for a reassessment of the Gramscian notion of hegemony as it relates to the organic
interaction of the economic and political spheres, but he does not interpret a specific
political circumstance in a given historical context. Second, the research that employs
Gramsci to interpret a given political issue, seldom focuses on his sociology of religion
and never examines the Black Liberation Theology of South Africa. Bruhn’s (1999)
article, “Antonio Gramsci and the Palabra Verdadera: The Political Discourse of Mexico’s
Guerrilla Forces,” that studies the communique´s of Mexico’s guerrilla movements is a
case in point. Hence, my study, which I introduce by surveying in turn Gramscian theory
and analytic generalization, addresses a problem of omission in the literature and thereby
makes a contribution to the field.

A SURVEY OF GRAMSCIAN THEORY

Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) was an Italian communist of the early twentieth century
who informed Marxian thought arguing that unless the subjective component of the
human will is given proper recognition, all revolutions are bound to fail.1 He insisted that
inexorable objective laws would never lead to the demise of capitalism, as Marx had
theorized, but that the masses had to be politicized before they could unite, revolt, and
establish a “workers’ democracy.” In developing this philosophy, Gramsci clarified his
notion of a socialist world takeover discussing the principles, production, and propagation
of hegemony and counter-hegemony.

The Principles of Hegemony and Counter-hegemony

Gramsci uses the term “hegemony” to refer to a type of ideological leadership in which
one class exercises authority over another through the control of popular beliefs and
worldview, that is, through the control of culture. The dominant class does not utilize
violence or coercion to govern, but instead constructs a generally accepted philosophy of
life to convince the exploited masses that their subordination is the natural, universal,
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eternal “way of things”, and that their political situation cannot be changed and should not
be resisted. In describing the naturalness and intuitive derivation of this hegemonic
worldview, Gramsci (1971) cites its constituent ideas as “spontaneous” in the sense that
they are not the result of any systematic educational activity on the part of an already
conscious leading group, but have been formed through everyday experience illuminated
by “common sense” (p. 199). According to Gramsci, cultural institutions, like the State,
school, and church, persuade the subalternated class to conform and consent to the
political status quo and therefore to their own domination.

Gramsci also develops the idea of counter-hegemony as an oppositional, psychocultural
force, through which revolutionaries subvert the ruling-class ideology and substitute
democratic socialism for capitalism. To accomplish this change, the subordinated masses,
according to Gramsci, must develop counter-hegemonic institutions and ideologies of
their own to stage a universal coup through cultural subversion rather than violence.2

The Production of Hegemony and Counter-hegemony

In the mind of Gramsci, intellectuals, that is, people like teachers, preachers, and
politicians, who create and perpetuate cultural values, produce both hegemony and
counter-hegemony. He argues, in fact, that “there is no organization without intellectuals”;
for to be without them is to be without “the theoretical aspect of the theory-practice nexus”
essential to all effective organizations“ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 334). Traditional intellectuals
originate and espouse dominant ideology, which Gramsci (1971) terms ”the traditional
popular conception of the world“ (p. 199). These ideologues serve the economic elite by
diffusing a set of ruling ideas throughout society to control the thinking and life experi-
ence of the masses and to facilitate their exploitation.

Similarly, organic intellectuals from among the masses produce counter-hegemonic
ideas.3 That is, they establish anti-ruling class institutions and platforms of expression that
challenge the-right-to-rule of the dominant group. In the mind of Gramsci, these revolu-
tionary-minded ideologues must progressively build a liberatory ideology that will grad-
ually become universal and create a foundational change in popular philosophy (i.e.,
hegemonic ideology) and the role of the State. They must produce a universal worldview
that becomes the basis for a new set of social and political structures, that is, for a new
State in which the revolutionary party has positioned the working class to represent the
interests of society as a whole—Gramsci’s “workers’ democracy.” In sum, traditional and
organic intellectuals create and reproduce cultural perceptions, which are hegemonic in
the case of the former and counter-hegemonic in the case of the latter.

The Propagation of Hegemony and Counter-hegemony

To Gramsci, the dominant class employs the “State” and “civil society” to popularize
hegemonic values, whereas the revolutionary class uses “factory councils” and similar
mechanisms to broadly espouse emancipatory ideas. The State propagandizes society at
large through traditional intellectuals who shape the norms, values, and beliefs of the
church, the legal system, the schools, and other such institutions. When this strategy
proves ineffective and subjugated people resist by staging protests, strikes, and so on, the
State employs violence through the police and military to maintain the standing political
order.
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At the same time, Gramsci uses the term “civil society” to identify social institutions
which are distinct from the State, controlled by the dominant class, and which include, for
instance, religious groups and political parties that create hegemonic culture. Thus, the
ruling class utilizes the State and civil society to political advantage by defining popular
notions of what is good, natural, and proper.

Gramsci advocated that “factory councils”—groups of workers organized across soci-
ety and educated in critical philosophy by organic intellectuals—be the primary means of
inspiring the insurrection and establishing the socialist State. Given that revolutions do not
generally emerge spontaneously, the councils would be essential for teaching class
consciousness and readying the proletariat to replace capitalism with socialism. In the
councils, workers would learn the ideas of counter-hegemony and the importance and
methods of organizing. Finally, Gramsci theorized about the way ideas could, on the one
hand, be used to legitimate capitalist exploitation, and on the other hand, be used to effect
a cultural revolution.

AN OVERVIEW OF ANALYTIC GENERALIZATION4

Analytic generalization is a research method that employs the empirical results of case
studies to inform existing theory. According to this approach, findings may reproduce or
amplify theory, so that case study research speaks to the theory in question—testing,
refining, and qualifying its significance. Hence, the case study is an individual subject of
investigation that the analyst relates to an existing theory, making generalizations from it
to the theory itself. With this in view, I argue that South African Black Theology, when
examined as a case study, informs Gramscian theory and in so doing identifies contribu-
tions that Christianity has the potential for making to a cultural revolution.

APARTHEID: A HEGEMONIC CULTURE OF OPPRESSION

The History of Apartheid

Historical factors serve as a basis for understanding and interpreting the racial inequal-
ity existing in South Africa’s multi-ethnic society. They demonstrate that the European
domination of the country began in 1652 with the arrival of Dutch settlers in Cape Town
who came to establish a victualing station for ships traveling between Europe and the
Orient. For the next 150 years, the domestic economy of the settlement depended upon the
importation and enslavement of Africans from outside the region, as Dutch farmers as well
as French and German settlers forcefully displaced the Khoikhoi, San, and Xhosa, the
indigenous people, to possess the vast majority of prime farm land. Thus, master-slave
relations during these early years established race as an indicator of dominant-minority
status.

After the British takeover of the region in the early 1800s and the Boer Wars of
1880–1902, during which European settlers (known as Boers or Afrikaners) unsuccess-
fully challenged English imperialism, Britain granted South Africa full independence as
a member of the Commonwealth of Nations in 1931. Of course, the policy of using
Africans as exploited labor was openly endorsed by Britain many years before this point.

The self-governing Union of South Africa, established in 1931 and made up of the
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former British colonies and Afrikaner republics, constituted a new State ruled by a White
minority and sustained by the exploitation of Blacks. This White minority was composed
of two competing groups: the Afrikaners and the British immigrants, generally referred to
as English-speaking South Africans. In 1948, the Afrikaners, forming the majority of
Whites, elected the Nationalist Party to office to rule the nation on a platform of apartheid.
Apartheid was a political system granting the State extensive police power, concretizing
existing relations of segregation between Whites and non-Whites, and eventually passing
new laws reinforcing discrimination against people of color. The Afrikaner government
created these policies to secure its domination and to grapple with a historical conundrum:
Whites wanted to fully exploit African labor while completely segregating themselves
from African people.

Apartheid evolved as an institution between 1948 and 1958 to become a body of
legislation separating people according to race. The Population Registration Act of 1950
classified individuals in terms of three primary racial groups: White; Bantu, or Black
African; and Colored, or people of mixed descent. A fourth group called Asian and
including Indians and Pakistanis was added later. Apartheid was a political system that
granted material and social privilege to White South Africans and ensured that they
monopolize political power so as to maintain that privilege. This system regulated every
aspect of social life, prohibiting marriage between Whites and non-Whites, sanctioning
“White-only” jobs, segregating residential areas, establishing separate educational stan-
dards, and denying non-White participation in the national government. Such laws
segregated South Africans in transportation, in cinemas, restaurants, and hotels; in trains
and railroad waiting areas. In sum, apartheid was a doctrine by which the South African
government controlled relations between its European and non-European citizens so as to
perpetuate privilege for the former and prejudice against the latter, and to ensure liberty
for the former and ill-will toward the latter.

The Culture of Apartheid

Apartheid, in light of Gramscian thought, was hegemonic ideology extraordinaire.
The Whites of South Africa internalized it as a way of life, a worldview, a natural
social order, a vindication of their identity, and an assurance of their physical, cultural,
political, and economic superiority and ascendance. The power and privilege, which
apartheid, as a dominant ideology, directed to Whites, gave them a firm sense of
self-confidence and poise, prompting them to view themselves as intrinsically superior to
people of color.

On the other hand, non-Whites, in the main, internalized the hegemonic values,
traditions, and beliefs of apartheid, making it the essence of their social reality and
individual worldview. Although many Africans courageously, and at times violently,
resisted domination throughout the history of their relations with the Europeans, the
masses, by and large, perceived the conditions of their exploitation as acceptable and the
circumstances of their subalternation as natural. They consented to their disadvantage and
acquiesced to the political status quo, believing that serving White South Africa was right
and somehow justifiable.

Consequently, apartheid was indisputably a hegemonic ideology in the Gramscian sense
of the term. It was a ruling-class philosophy, a popularly recognized, conventionally
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accepted perception of the world that solicited cooperation from non-Europeans with their
political subordination.

The Principles of Apartheid

White South Africans, in the main, justified apartheid as a hegemonic system on the
basis of race and ethnicity, political expedience, and, most importantly, Calvinism, the
theology of the politically dominant Afrikaners of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC).
Consistent with Gramscian theory, the ideology unequivocally preserved and reproduced
the political ascendance of the White ruling-class.

Race and Ethnicity: A Justification for Apartheid

Relative to race and ethnicity, apartheid separated individuals according to their skin
color and their race-related cultural orientation. In the first Population Registration Act of
1950, appearance and social perception were the principal criteria for defining Whiteness.
A person might be identified as “in appearance obviously a White person or generally
accepted as a White person.” At the same time, a person could not be classified as White
if one of his or her parents were non-White. Moreover, the determination that an
individual was “obviously White” would take into account “his habits, education, and
speech and deportment and demeanor.” To assist in classification, representatives from the
Department of the Interior were authorized to make decisions regarding race, with the
provision that if a person claimed membership in a racial group other than the one
officially designated, the onus of proof was on the individual, not the department.

On the other hand, Whites viewed Blacks and other non-Europeans as inferior, bar-
barian, and primitive, and therefore, unsuitable for relationships of parity. Dr. D. F. Malan,
the principal architect of apartheid and first Prime Minister of the National Party, voiced
this attitude of White supremacy in an election campaign speech of 1948. He raised the
question as to whether South Africa’s “European race” would be successful in maintaining
its domination, pureness, and culture in the future, or would it “float along until it vanishes
for ever, without honor, in the Black sea of South Africa’s Non-European population. . .”
(Neame, 1962, pp. 73–74). He went on to predict that, if segregation were abolished in
South Africa, the nation would deserve to be counted among the half-caste countries of the
world. Thus, on the basis of race and ethnicity, White South Africa validated its
hegemonic notion of apartheid when considered in light of Gramscian thought.

Political Expedience: A Justification for Apartheid

In addition to factors of race and ethnicity, the majority of settlers also substantiated
apartheid on the ground of political expedience. Because South African Whites viewed
themselves as the superior race, they were entitled, in their minds, to colonize Africa and
to evict the inhabitants from their land. For, according to the settlers, the natives
obstructed the inevitable progress of European expansion. This philosophy began in 1652,
when Whites from the Dutch East Indian Company forcefully established a colony on
African land, land that the indigenous people had possessed as farmers and herdsmen for
countless generations. Moreover, through a series of legislative acts, Europeans continued
this eviction for 300 years. For instance, under the Land Act of 1913 the settlers claimed
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87% of the country’s land and relegated Africans to so-called “homelands,” which were
in the least fertile areas of South Africa. Similarly, the Groups Areas Act of 1950 assigned
business and residential sections in urban areas to each race, prohibiting members of other
races from living or owning businesses or land in these locations. In addition, the Land
Acts of 1954, designated more than 80% of the country’s land to its White citizens.

Furthermore, the Bantu Acts, which developed over a period of some twenty years,
restricted Africans to the crowded and degraded homelands (also called “Bantustans”) and
totally denied them participation in national politics. Thus, the Bantu Authorities Act of
1951 reestablished tribal organizations for Blacks, while the Promotion of Bantu Self-
Government Act of 1959 created ten African homelands. Finally, the Bantu Homelands
Act of 1970 officially designated all indigenous people as citizens of their respective
homelands according to their record of origin. As citizens, the exercise of their political
rights was restricted to these areas, Africans were denied citizenship in White South
Africa and the franchise in the national Parliament. As might be expected, the Parliament
exercised full governance over the homelands. Thus, through a series of forced and
legislated evictions, White South Africa justified apartheid as critical to European expan-
sion and so, politically expedient. Moreover, if the indigenous people could not be legally
manipulated into vacating their land, they were beaten into submission or destroyed—all
in the name of progress.

Biblical Authority: A Justification for Apartheid

In addition to race and ethnicity and political expedience, Afrikaner intellectuals of the
Dutch Reformed Church, who were politically ascendant as constituents of the ruling
Nationalists, employed Calvinistic theology to justify their hegemony. Indeed, from their
earliest history, their religion contributed decisively to their attitude of dominance and
spirit of nationalism, as Patterson (1937) observes:

To the Boers the Old Testament was like a mirror of their own lives. In it they found
the deserts and mountains, the drought and plagues, the captivity and the exodus.
Above all they found a Chosen People guided by a stern but partial Deity through the
midst of the heathen to a promised land. And it was the Old Testament and the
doctrines of Calvin that molded the Boer into the Afrikaner of today (p. 177).

In addition, the Afrikaners, convinced that the Bible was God’s word and authoritative
in every respect, viewed themselves as “the elect” according to Calvinistic theology. That
is, they believed they were predestined to salvation from hell from all eternity, just as the
rest of humankind—which included all Africans—was predestined to eternal damnation.
Indeed, their entire biblical support for apartheid hinged on this doctrine. According to
their reading of Calvin, their task, as the elect, was not to serve other people, or to attempt
to establish the law of love throughout the world. Their task was to obey God’s mandates,
and to remain undefiled during their journey through an ungodly world that was populated
by Blacks and other such heathen. Again, according to their Calvinism, the worst sin that
the elect might commit was to consent to eradicating God-ordained differences, like those
existing between themselves and local Africans whom the Lord had predestined to
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inferiority and subjugation. Consequently, their theology validated their superiority to
Blacks and authenticated their domination of them as a people.

Moreover, they believed that, as the elect, the Almighty had led them to southern
Africa, protected them from the pagans, and directed them to propagate Christianity on the
continent. As God’s special ambassadors, they had to remain uncontaminated by sin, as
they performed the Lord’s bidding among the heathen who—as the nonelect—were
destined to hell. Because strong leadership was essential to fulfilling this mission, the
Reformers invested church officers with supreme authority and charged all members to
obey them unconditionally. This created an anti-democratic, authoritarian political culture.
Finally, an article inDie Kerkbode, the official manual of the Nederduitse Gereformeerde
Kerk, the largest group of the Dutch Reformed Church, supplies a theological premise for
the entire philosophy:

[God is] the great Divider [who] found it good to establish boundaries between people
and groups of people. We believe that White and non-White in South Africa, in the
light of different cultural peculiarities, psychological differences, biological differ-
ences and difference in political aspiration as well as group affiliation, stand under
different laws of life (Hopkins, 1969, p. 109).

In addition, the Afrikaner theology had three political ramifications regarding apartheid.
First, it incontrovertibly justified racial separation. God, according to the Reformed
position, forbade interracial mixing and relationships of parity between the White elect
and the non-White pagans. Remarkably, the DRC established three non-European
churches through a vigorous missions program, including the Nederduitse Gereformeerde
Kerk in Afrika, for Africans, the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk, for Coloreds,
and the Reformed Church in Africa, for Indians. However, it distanced itself from its
“daughter churches,” and maintained separate facilities and organizational structures for
each racial group. Moreover, the DRC believed that an extended period of gradual
improvement, allowing Christianity to eradicate the degenerative effects of heathenism,
was essential to bringing people of color into the faith. This was needed, they argued, to
destroy the cumulative effect of inbred superstitions and depravity that had developed
unchecked for countless generations. Consequently, the Afrikaner believers were able to
proselytize the “sinful” non-Whites as God commands, while at the same time politically
and socially removing themselves from their converts.

The second political ramification was that compromise was impossible. Because the
Reformers had access to the mind of God through the Scriptures, it was inconceivable to
them that they might be in error. Further, 300 years of history, during which the Lord had
blessed them as they obeyed Him, validated their religious tradition. That the elect had
been misled for three centuries was unimaginable, and therefore, from their point of view,
to make ideological concessions was unthinkable.

As the final ramification, the belief system justified the political domination and racial
superiority of the Afrikaners over people of color. White South Africans, according to
their religion, were chosen by God to rule the culturally backward, morally decadent
non-Europeans and to give them an opportunity to advance their way of life through
contact with them, as the more civilized Dutch Reformed Christians. In this manner,

172 RACE & SOCIETY Vol. 2/No. 2/1999



Calvinistic thought contributed to the ideological bedrock of apartheid as a ruling-class
philosophy.

In conclusion, in terms of Gramscian sociology, three interrelated ideas justified
apartheid as a dominant ideology: race and ethnicity, political expedience, and biblical
authority. In terms of race and ethnicity—an issue of identity—the settlers believed that
they were superior to the non-White population. Pursuant to political expedience—an
issue of power—the Europeans considered that they had the responsibility to advance their
civilization by evicting Blacks from their land. Finally, in terms of biblical authority—an
issue of morality—the Afrikaners viewed themselves as the elect of God ordained to
conquer southern Africa and subdue its unchristian inhabitants.

The Propagation of Apartheid

Three foundational institutions of South African society—the church, the State, and the
educational system—functioned in perfect concord to legitimate and popularize apartheid
as a ruling-class ideology according to Gramscian theory. First, the church sanctioned
apartheid, making it right; then the State, which was intimately affiliated with the church,
institutionalized apartheid, making it legal; finally, the schools, which were regulated by
the State, supported apartheid, making it reasonable. Primarily, through these three
influences, South Africa’s population—European as well as non-European–accepted
apartheid as socially and politically legitimate and defensible.

More specifically, as discussed above, the DRC employed Calvinistic theology to
institutionalize apartheid as a biblically derived public policy. Reformed theologians, as
traditional intellectuals, taught this view to society at large as the only possible solution
to the “native problem” and as the will of God for South Africa. This, in their minds, was
in accord with Scripture and church tradition. In addition, Africans, Coloreds, and Indians,
as both members and nonmembers of the DRC, tended to internalize this dogma and
accept its political ramifications for their lives, so that, in terms of a Gramscian analysis,
apartheid as a dominant ideology gained conformity and consent from the subjugated
masses. For many believed that God had destined them to servitude and that it was proper
for Blacks to have a subordinate role in South African society as taught by the European
gospel.5

The State, as the second component in this ideological trilogy, codified the teachings of
the church regarding apartheid and made them lawful. This religio-political collaboration
was possible because, in South Africa during the period in question, church and State,
religious authority and political power, were linked to an extent unknown in the modern
world. Indeed, the overwhelming majority of the Nationalist Cabinet belonged to the
Dutch Reformed Church as did more than 95% of the Nationalist members of Parliament.
Consequently, as Christian politicians and traditional intellectuals, they popularized and
validated the existing hegemonic order.

Similarly, the great majority of Reformed ministers belonged to the Nationalist party.
For instance, in 1948, when Malan, the first Nationalist Prime Minister and a DRC
clergyman, took office, he proved to be one such public official. As a ruling-class
intellectual, he demonstrates the church/State political alliance through his rhetoric and
ideas, stating:
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The history of the Afrikaner reveals a determination and a definiteness of purpose that
makes one feel that Afrikanerdom is not the work of man but a creation of God. Our
history is the highest work of art of the architect of the centuries (Hopkins, 1969, p.
108).

Further, a pamphlet, “The Fundamental Principles of Calvinist Christian Political
Science,” published in 1951 by the DRC, made recommendations “to the political leaders
of our people” concerning voting rights, arguing:

The primitive and immature person can be content with passive participation and can
but bow humbly because his level of civilization does not justify any voting right. . . .
In this regard our greatest problem in South Africa is the viewpoint of revolutionary
democracy of the school of Rousseau. . . [according to which] everybody, in our case
White and non-White, must have the franchise. . . . As aresult, the God-given authority
structure of the state is turned upside down, with subject on top and ruler below. In this
way the franchise becomes the fantasy of sovereignty opposed to God (Hopkins, 1969,
p. 110).

The piece goes on to explain that “[t]he franchise is a trust, granted only to those who have
arrived at maturity and can use it with responsibility towards God.” Strongly influenced
by this line of reasoning, when Malan took office in 1948, he immediately attempted to
remove 48,000 Colored voters from the common Parliamentary roll through the Separate
Representation of Voters Bill. Although this proposal sparked a great deal of controversy,
as it violated the Constitution, it became law in 1956. Similarly, in 1951, the government
initiated the Bantu Acts, a series of laws prohibiting Black voting in national elections. In
sum, the State, dominated by Reformed politicians, reinforced cultural subalternation by
institutionalizing views espoused by the church and thereby legalizing racial domination.
Moreover, non-Whites tended to internalize these policies, believing that they created a
natural and just social order and that apartheid was in some sense legitimate. Of course,
the church and State were not the only institutions validating apartheid; the educational
system did so as well.

From the early 1950s to the mid-1990s, no other social institution reproduced the
culture of apartheid more effectively than did the educational system. Reflecting the
theology of the church and utilizing the funds and authority of the State, the schools taught
and practiced racial subordination. This began in 1949 when the Nationalists appointed a
Commission on Native Education to examine the segregated schooling of Black youth on
the elementary and secondary levels. The commissioners, as traditional intellectuals,
proposed placing African education under the authority of the Minister of Native Affairs,
so that race policies—instead of academic concerns—would determine the course of
“native education.” Moreover, the officials recommended that the State subordinate
African schooling to White schooling, to reflect the limited opportunities of Black workers
and their secondary role in the national economy. This proposal was consistent with the
ideological views and political interests of the DRC and the Nationalist party

In 1953, the Nationalists, as traditional intellectuals, passed the Bantu Education Act
placing African education under the jurisdiction of the Department of Bantu Affairs.
Before this legislation, state-subsidized missionary schools, operated by the English-
speaking churches, had taught 90% of African school children. Although their facilities
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were poor and finances meager, these schools provided Blacks with the same education
as Europeans—that is, the same kind of instruction, according to the same standards. The
Nationalist party, supported by the DRC, objected to this approach; it was categorically
incompatible with the philosophy of apartheid. Consequently, through the Bantu Educa-
tion Act, policy-makers intended to take over African education and thereby strengthen
the White culture of domination.

According to this legislation, the missionary schools could choose one of several
options: they could be sold to the State; they could continue to operate with reduced
government aid and the requirement of following a syllabus and hiring a faculty approved
by the State; or they could become private and relinquish all government funding. The
missionary schools were outraged. However, for the most part, because they could not
afford to operate without State subsidy, they capitulated. Rather than close their facilities,
they either rented or sold them to the government. The Nationalists prevailed. Through the
school system, the party began indoctrinating Blacks with apartheid culture, while training
them to serve the ruling-class as unskilled laborers.

Some Africans staunchly opposed this new arrangement. Chief Albert Luthuli (1963) of
the African National Congress expressed the position of many:

So the door has had to be slammed shut hard in the faces of the younger generation,
and a system devised that will recondition us to accept perpetual inferiority and
perpetual isolation from Western learning and culture. To isolate us and to convince us
of our permanent inferiority. . . the Bantu Education Act is a major means to this end
(p. 45).

This objection notwithstanding, the policy advanced the Nationalists one step closer to
concretizing European hegemony.

However, the reproduction of dominant culture was not confined to grade schools; the
State exerted the same sociopolitical influence on universities also. The Extension of
University of Education Act of 1959 directed the gradual reduction of students of color
from all-White universities. Before this time, non-Europeans attended White institutions
utilizing the same teaching facilities. However, the Act established five segregated
universities, three for Africans, and one each for the Coloreds and Indians. The State
controlled these new institutions designing their curriculum and approving their faculties
and administrators.

Moreover, the experience of segregated and inferior schooling made an indelible
impression on substantial numbers of the non-White masses. Although some resisted,
many more accepted the notions of White superiority taught in their classes and embraced
the norms, values, and beliefs of their ruling-class instructors. Hence, they accepted
apartheid and their subordination in South African society.

In conclusion, apartheid, a dominant ideology according to Gramsci, was an autocratic
system of ideas intended to totally separate the races, influence every facet of daily life,
and ensure non-European compliance with White domination. As an aspect of political
culture, it was based on race and ethnicity, political expedience, and biblical authority, and
popularized by traditional intellectuals working through such ruling-class institutions as
the church, State, and educational system.

Although these institutions strove to maintain White superordination through a set of
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hegemonic ideas, some Africans responded with violent strategies and revolutionary
ambitions. For instance, after the Sharpeville massacre of 1960, Nelson Mandela of the
National African Congress organized and led the Umkonto we Sizwe (“Spear of the
Nation”), a group of guerilla saboteurs, who dynamited government installations and other
symbols of apartheid and armed themselves for violent insurrection. Yet, when threatened
by such militancy, White South Africa forcefully maintained its oligarchy through its
ruthless police department, vicious military, and omnipresent network of secret police.
Consequently, as Gramsci theorized, violence ensured subalternation when dominant
ideology failed.

BLACK THEOLOGY: A COUNTER-HEGEMONIC IDEOLOGY
OF LIBERATION

Black Theology, in light of Gramscian theory, was a counter-hegemonic ideology devel-
oped by both Black and White South African Christians to liberate non-Europeans from
the spiritually oppressive structures of apartheid. To support this proposition, I first survey
the ideological history of the anti-apartheid student activism that produced the ideas of
Black Theology. I then examine Black Theology itself discussing in turn its principles,
production, and popularization from a Gramscian vantage point.

The History of Black Theology

Black Theology is a Bible-centered ideology possessing an organizational and philo-
sophical history that spans some 80 years, beginning in the late 1800s and reaching
maturity during the second half of the twentieth century. Over this period, it emerged as
a theological critique of the sociopolitical ramifications of apartheid, arguing that the God
of the Christian Bible condemned the system as wicked and commanded its destruction.

More specifically, three student organizations were indisputably pivotal to the history
of Black Theology: the Student Christian Association, established in 1896, the University
Christian Movement, organized in 1966, and the South African Students Organization,
founded in 1968. Remarkably, the political and social history of these three groups
demonstrates a gradual shift from liberalism to radicalism and from interracial cooperation
to racial separation.

Africans, Asians, Coloreds, and both Afrikaner and English-speaking Europeans
formed the Student Christian Association (SCA) as a multi-racial organization committed
to reforming public policy regarding the “native question.” The activities of the Fort Hare
Conference of 1930 illustrate SCA’s approach to accomplishing social change. Members
from the various ethnic groups took meals at the same tables, competed in the same sports,
and participated in the same discussion groups. This was a blatant affront to the customs
of the day mandating racial separation. When White segregationists challenged this
interracial mixing, the Black contingent of the SCA leadership stated:

. . . with respect to the social relationship between Black and White in South Africa,
we, the Executive and members of the South African Native College Students’
Christian Association, wish to state that although we shall always expect and work for
social justice for all. . . we do not wish to press for any intimate social intercourse
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between the two races (South African Committee of the University Christian Move-
ment in New York, 1970, p. 3).

Yet, despite this suggestion of unity, disruptive tensions existed within the group
concerning apartheid. Some supported the institution, arguing that it was biblical, while
others condemned it as a violation of biblical morality. This ideological controversy,
which became progressively more intense and divisive, destroyed SCA in 1965. However,
two years later, seventy students, intent on maintaining multi-racial political discourse and
activism, gathered to form the more radical University Christian Movement (UCM) as an
anti-apartheid organization.

Immediately after its founding in 1967, the multi-ethnic UCM became remarkably
popular. Its membership included Whites from as many as thirty English-speaking
universities as well as large numbers of African collegians who soon became the majority.
However, by the end of 1968, the government started to assail the organization because
of its increasingly confrontational stand against apartheid. The Prime Minister placed
UCM under investigation, while the police harassed the group’s members and infiltrated
its ranks. During this time, White participation declined, Blacks joined in increasing
numbers, and the Movement’s politics became progressively more radical. In addition,
African students became more and more disillusioned and outspoken. They began to
criticize what they viewed as White duplicity, arrogance, and superficial commitment to
the struggle, and in 1968 they broke off from UCM to form the South African Students
Organization (SASO) and took the very controversial position of disallowing White
membership. The 1972 issue ofBlack Review, a radical anti-apartheid annual, explained
SASO’s highly controversial policy of racial segregation:

The complexity of the South African scene makes it impossible to have a pluralistic
organization that satisfies the aspirations of all member groups. Social and political
stratification in the country coupled with preferential treatment of certain groups result
in different aspirations prevailing in different segments of the community. Thus it often
becomes almost impossible to show allegiance to both sides of the color line. Attempt-
ing to keep both opposing segments more often than not results in internal strife within
the organization. This is the mood in which black students have decided on several
occasions to go it alone (Khoapa, 1973, p. 18).

During the 1970s, SASO assumed the vanguard in stimulating anti-establishment
activism, provoking African student unrest, and galvanizing Black community resistance.
However, most importantly for this discussion, the organization created an ideological
climate that nurtured the development of Black Theology, which had its beginning with
the University Christian Movement a few years earlier.

More specifically, Basil Moore, as the first president of UCM and a theology lecturer
at Rhodes University, initiated a consideration of an African theology of liberation in
1967. Over the next few years, he organized discussion groups and conferences on the
topic and studied the writings of James Cone, the African-American who founded Black
Theology in the U.S. in 1969. In addition, Moore and Sabelo Ntwasa, an Anglican
clergyman, convened the Black Theology Project of the University Christian Movement
during this time and publishedEssays in Black Theologyin 1972. This seminal work,
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which the government banned soon after publication, contained 17 essays written mostly
by Black South Africans that treated various topics of Black Theology. From this
beginning, under the auspices of UCM, the most radical Christian movement in the nation
from 1967 until it disbanded in 1972, intellectuals of the South African Students Orga-
nization developed the discipline as a counter-hegemonic ideology. During this early
period, which extended until the 1980s, the Theology “conscientized” Black people and
motivated their struggle for freedom. Indeed, it contradicted the ruling class ideas that
justified their subalternation, while affirming their human dignity and validating their
desire for liberty.

To summarize, the political history of three student organizations, including the Student
Christian Association, the University Christian Movement, and the South African Stu-
dents Organization provides a background for examining the ideological substance and
revolutionary thrust of Black Theology. Significantly, the philosophical development of
these groups demonstrates a gradual shift from liberalism to radicalism and from inter-
racial cooperation to Black self-separation. This ideological matrix gave rise to Black
Theology as a counter-hegemonic ideological force when examined from a Gramscian
perspective.

The Principles of Black Theology

Organic intellectuals developed Black Theology as a anti-ruling class ideology, that is,
as a tool of liberation for non-White South Africans exploited by apartheid. Boesak
(1977), one such intellectual, offers a succinct definition of the philosophy, stating:

Black Theology is a situational theology. It is the Black people’s attempt to come to
terms theologically with their black situation. . . . It seeks to take seriously the biblical
emphasis on the wholeness of life. . . trying to transform the departmentalized theology
Blacks have inherited from the western world into a biblical, holistic theology. It is part
of the black struggle toward liberation from religious, economic, psychological, and
cultural dependency (p. 13).

The following discussion, which examines the principles of Black Theology by first
studying its sources, amplifies two points from Boesak’s definition. First, Boesak men-
tions transforming “western world” theology, a notion pointing to European Christianity
as an ideological wellspring. Second, he refers to the “Black struggle toward liberation,”
that is, African resistance to domination, another philosophical source of Black Theology.
Finally, although Boesak does not cite it at this juncture, Black Theology also draws on
the ideas of African-American intellectuals fighting oppression in the U.S. during the
1960s as a source of philosophical inspiration.

The Sources of Black Theology

In terms of a Gramscian analysis, Black Theology has three elemental sources, includ-
ing European Christianity, African-American theology, and the African experience. Re-
garding European Christianity, counter-hegemonic theologians argued that, according to
the Scriptures, the subjugation of non-Whites was not God-ordained—on the contrary, to
them, it was the deliberate creation of wicked men, misrepresenting God and His divine
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will. Consequently, anti-ruling class intellectuals committed themselves to reinterpret
White South African Christianity, making it, in their view, not only biblical but also
liberatory as God intended. This is the position of Moore (1974):

. . . Black Theology needs to explore images of God which are not sickening reflec-
tions of the White man’s power-mad authoritarianism. We need new images which are
freeing images in that they are images of unity and wholeness, images of humanising
relationships of love and truth, and justice and kindness and mercy (p. 9).

Thus, White Christianity became a primary source of African religious thought, a source
drawing on both the Old and New Testaments of the Judeo/Christian Bible.

Black theologians viewed the Scriptures as incontrovertibly binding on issues relating
to faith and practice. Again, in the words of Moore (1974), Black Theology “turn[ed] to
the Scriptures and tradition” as “classical sources of doctrine not for their own sake, but
to ask them what, if anything, they ha[d] to say to these Black people, with this history,
in their situation, facing these problems” (p. 6). Within this ideological framework,
organic intellectuals specifically looked to Jesus of the New Testament and the Exodus of
the Old Testament for counter-hegemonic ideas and revolutionary inspiration.

For instance, Motlhabi, an early leader in the Black Theology Project, argues that Black
Theology involves a reassessment of the traditional Christian message and the role of
Christ as the Savior of non-White South Africans. He discusses the mission of Jesus, the
Deliver, arguing, He has something to offer “mein my entirety and my condition here and
now, according to what we read in Luke 4:18 [Jesus came]to bring the good news to the
poor, to proclaim liberty to captives and to the blind new sight, to set the downtrodden
free. . . ” (1974, p. 78). However, not only did Black Theology cite the New Testament as
a source of radical ideas, but it looked to the Old Testament as well.

In the Exodus narrative, God, the Savior of Israel, delivered the nation from Egyptian
bondage as a demonstration of His sovereign power and love for the nation. Boesak (1977)
refers to the Exodus as “the liberating deed par excellence,” and cites it as proof that God
is on the side of the oppressed, the underdog, the down-trodden, and, by analogy, on the
side of Blacks fighting against the White power structure (p. 17). In sum, western
Christianity was a primary source of African religious thought, a source based on the ideas
of both the New and Old Testaments.

The African-American theology of the 1960s, developed primarily by James Cone, was
a second source of African philosophical subversion. In the early student discussion
groups of the 1970s, which gave birth to South Africa’s Black Theology, participants
deliberated over Cone’s notion of counter-hegemonic Christianity. Bonganjalo Goba
(1986), a group member and contributor toThe Challenge of Black Theology in South
Africa mentioned earlier, recalls, “we were really influenced by the writings of James
Cone. We discovered in his theological hermeneutic a fresh approach in engaging in the
liberation struggle” (p. 62). More specifically, Goba and his associates borrowed several
critical elements from Cone’s theology. First, they were impressed with the priority that
he assigned to Christian tradition. According to the North American scholar, a theology
of liberation was necessarily grounded in the life and history of the Christian church.
Inspired by this position, his South African counterparts used their own Christian heritage
as a point of departure in developing their counter-ruling class ideology, as discussed in
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detail below. In addition, Cone created the image of Jesus as a Black Liberator who came
to emancipate African-Americans from racist oppression. Similarly, Goba and the others
developed, as mentioned above, a christology, portraying Christ as the Black Redeemer of
Africans who were exploited by European colonizers. Finally, borrowing again from the
American ideologue, African theologians determined, as presented below, that the purpose
of the Christian gospel was to ignite a radical transformation of the dehumanizing social
system of apartheid. Like Cone, they asked the question, “What does the Bible have to say
to the oppressed?”

The philosophical contextualization of the African experience of suffering in South
Africa’s racist society was a third source of ideas contributing to the development of Black
Theology. During the late 1960s, African intellectuals began to openly discuss the
ineffectiveness of western Christianity, realizing that it simply did not deal with the
problems of their people; it did not provide comfort when they were beaten, insight when
they hated themselves, or support when their children were denied education. In short, it
failed to address the social, cultural, and religious needs of Blacks.

In response to this situation, Black intellectuals developed a contextualized system of
religious thought, using their life situation to particularize their theology and their
humiliation to circumstantiate their relationship with God. Buthelezi (1974) clarifies this
approach, stating, “A relevant message of the Gospel is that which not only helps the
Black man to regain his self-confidence and respect as a human being, but which focuses
attention on the removal of the dehumanising facets of modern life” (p. 34).

In sum, organic intellectuals drew on three ideological sources in producing Black
Theology—western Christianity, African-American theology, and African suffering. In
terms of the creation of a counter-hegemonic philosophy, according to Gramscian theory,
the first contributed moral authority, the second provided a theological framework, and the
third ensured cultural integrity.

The Substance of Black Theology

Black Theology was incontrovertibly reformist. It was an attempt to create a new
religious culture and political orientation that would liberate Black South Africans from
apartheid, the political system that had subalternated them for decades. In producing its
cardinal ideas, Black intellectuals reinterpreted European Christianity in light of the
existential situation of the African masses. Hence, in discussing the salient notions of
Black Theology, I examine the work of these writers presenting first their critique and then
their reinterpretation of three essential components of dominant culture, including church
doctrine, church development, and church politics.

In terms of church doctrine, Black scholars criticized and reinterpreted three pivotal
aspects of this belief system, including the person of God, the message of the gospel, and
the humanity of Africans. Relative to the person of God, they repudiated the image of
Jehovah as a White male invested with supreme authority and dictating universal affairs—
“the man at the top.” They moreover disdained the idea of God as a father figure
demanding “submission” and “blind devotion to his will,” while threatening inescapable
“judgment” as punishment for individual self-expression beyond the bounds of conser-
vative Christian morality. To them, this notion of God buttressed White male domination
and encouraged Africans to consent to their own subalternation.
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Black theologians reinterpreted this image of deity to support their struggle for liber-
ation. For instance, Motlhabi (1974), cited above, states, “. . . God is neither our servant,
to be treated as we choose, nor our master, to treat us as he chooses, but our comrade and
friend in the struggle for freedom” (p. 126). Similarly, Ntwasa and Moore (1974), also
pivotal leaders in the Black Theology Project, argue:

. . . Black theologians have to be iconoclasts of the “White” God. They have to tear
down every image and symbol that, by presenting god as “White,” reinforces this sense
of human inferiority and worthlessness [among Black people]. This means not only
removing “White god” pictures, but more important, the White men who seem to
believe that it is their whiteness that places them closer to God and thus to the source
of the truth and ability (p. 25).

To conclude, when examined from a Gramscian standpoint, these intellectuals inter-
preted God as the liberator of the oppressed, dedicated to redeeming the exploited masses
from political domination as well as spiritual waywardness. However, they not only
rejected western notions of the person of God, but they also disavowed the White
understanding of the gospel.

According to the European-dominated churches, the preponderant message of the Bible
explains salvation from sin through Christ and directs a life of obedience to God. The Rev.
Shepherd illustrates this cast of mind, preaching, “The salvation of mankind will come,
not through political means, but by the prevalence, the increase, and the enriching of the
Christian character” (Walsche, 1983, p. 84). However, Black theologians unreservedly
condemned this approach, as does Buthelezi (1974):

Black Theology challenges established Christianity to engage in a dialogue with the
Black people who feel that somehow theology has not taken them into consideration.
It cautions the preacher and minister to stop preaching a “pie in the sky” religion, but
instead to come down and toil with the Black man spiritually and existentially in the
sweat and dust of daily life (p. 35).

In essence, African biblicists objected to the “salvation of the soul” theology of the West.
They contended that a person’s spiritual aspect cannot be separated from his or her
political environment—therefore, soul salvation must encompass socioeconomic libera-
tion. Consequently, according to this perspective, the message of the gospel involves
physical as well as spiritual freedom and immediate as well as eternal benefits.

Finally, Black ideologues criticized and reinterpreted not only the dominant notions of
God and the gospel, but also ruling-class ideas of African humanity as well. They charged
traditional clergymen with insidiously teaching that Black was, in the words of Ntwasa
and Moore (1974), “evil, dark, secret, and reeking of ‘witchcraft,’” that African religion
and culture were “heathen and immoral,” and that the indigenous people were “inferior,
stupid, untrustworthy, cowardly, cringing” (pp. 24–25). With these ideas, European
ideologues employed theological authority to buttress the racist status quo.

However, Black intellectuals confronted this distortion—“retrieving the image of their
blackness from the dung-heap of color prejudice” (Buthelezi, 1975, p. 19). Mpunzi (1974)
expresses the counter-hegemonic perspective, writing:
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. . . God affirms my uniqueness, and so my blackness. . . . you [Black person] must
affirm yourself as a human being no matter what your situation or what others may say
or do to you. . . . Youmust love the sign of your humanity which others treat as the
sign of your lack of humanity. You must love your own black body—your blackness
(p. 137).

Thus, Black ministers preached that God and Scripture validate African personhood and
human dignity and that, in the words of Tutu (1974), “we [as Africans] matter, we are
alive and kicking, and black ‘is’ beautiful” (p. 73).

To summarize, in light of a Gramscian critique, organic theologians criticized and
reinterpreted three critical elements of ruling-class doctrine, including the person of God,
the message of the gospel, and the humanity of Africans. Yet doctrine was not the only
point of focus in the production of Black Theology, indeed, the clergymen critically
evaluated indigenous church development as well.

In creating Black Theology, organic intellectuals closely examined the character of the
African church as established by White missionaries. In their minds, missionary evange-
lists were the constituents of an ideological vanguard, creating a worldview that facilitated
the exploitation of their people, while missionary educators were the perpetuators of a
religious system that solicited consent from the masses to their own subalternation. Biko
(1974), one of the early proponents of Black Theology, expresses this perspective:

. . . we can immediately see the logic of placing the missionaries in the forefront of the
colonization process. A man who succeeds in making a group of people accept a
foreign concept in which he is expert makes them perpetual students whose progress
in the particular field can only be evaluated by him; the student must constantly turn
to him for guidance and promotion (p. 44).

As evangelists and educators, the missionaries created an indigenous church that,
according to Black theologians, destroyed group solidarity and cultural transmission.
Respecting group solidarity, traditional Black culture esteemed community-centeredness
and praised such values as joint property ownership, familial interdependence, and group
decision-making. However, the missionaries, as church planters, extinguished this inter-
connectedness. Possessing the values of an individualistic society, they contextualized the
Scriptures, teaching Blacks that God loved them on an individual basis and held them
personally accountable for moral choices. Furthermore, reflecting their capitalist world-
view, western ministers taught their converts to value individual enterprise and self-
centered acquisition. Thus, they destroyed what Goba (1974), an early contributor to
Black Theology, calls “corporate personality,” that is, the African notion that “I am
because we are, and since we are, therefore I am” (p. 68).

Regarding, cultural transmission, the missionaries were similarly destructive. As edu-
cators, they taught African children, under the guise of hygiene and good manners to
disrespect their social traditions and tribal customs. The result, according to Biko (1974),
was that “children and parents saw life differently and the former lost respect for the
latter.” He goes on to reason:

Yet how can one prevent the loss of respect between child and parent when the child
is taught by his know-all White tutors to disregard his family teachings? Who can resist
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losing respect for his tradition when in school his whole cultural background is
summed up in one word—barbarism (p. 44).

The White missionaries developed churches characterized by individualism–for their
teachings subverted group solidarity—and cross-generational aspersion—for their gospel
disrupted cultural transmission.

However, African theologians reinterpreted this notion of church. For instance, in the
words of Ntwasa (1974), the church was a “company of liberators” united with “Christ-
in-his-struggle-against-human-bondage.” To be Christian was to fuse with the Savior and
“to share [with Him] the quality of being totally engaged in the struggle against evil—
against people’s bonds” (pp. 114–15). Consequently, Black Theologians reinstated values
that the missionaries had destroyed, indeed, they reconstituted the church as a Christian
community colaboring with its Redeemer, and as such the church deplored individualism
and preserved cultural tradition.

Finally, in producing Black Theology, African counter-hegemonic intellectuals devel-
oped ideas based on the political myth-making of the western church. They argued that
beginning in the mid-1600s White colonizers established policies designed to ensure their
superordination and to eliminate the threat of African competition for the nation’s limited
but valuable resources. Because as Christians they needed to believe that they were
morally just in dominating Blacks and because they needed Blacks to believe this also,
their theologians constructed, what Motlhabi (1974) refers to as the “race myth of
inferiority” (p. 120). That is, ruling-class clergymen used the Scriptures to produce a racist
understructure for White hegemony and Black disprivilege, lending ethical support and
therefore credibility to the political status quo. Given this analysis, African theologians
reasoned that they could only accomplish radical social change if they focused their attack
on the cause of the myth—the monopolization of power and wealth—rather than on the
myth itself—racism. With this in view, they made egalitarianism the driving goal of their
relations with the State, each other, and ultimately European society.

In terms of their relations with the State, Black theologians stood in patent opposition
to the government’s authoritarianism as expressed, for example, in its Bantustan politics.
Concerning their relations with each other, African intellectuals stipulated that in their
own organizations they would insist on democratic freedom and that the needs of the
masses dictate policy. Finally, concerning their ultimate relations with Whites, Black
scholars determined that, after they had “thrown off the shackles of oppression,” they
would embrace Europeans as comrades and friends, and not subjugate them as servants.

In summary, Black Theology, when examined using Gramscian thought, was a counter-
hegemonic ideology designed to create a new religious culture and political order that
would dismantle South African hegemony. In forming its basic ideas, organic intellectuals
reinterpreted western Christianity, concentrating on church doctrine, church development,
and church politics, as they confronted European domination validated by notions of racial
superiority.

The Production of Black Theology

A nucleus of counter-hegemonic intellectuals, as defined by Gramscian analysis,
created the salient ideas of Black Theology by participating in academic conferences,
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publishing theological works, and interacting with African-American thinkers. Relative to
conferences, soon after forming the basic tenets of the discipline through discussion
groups between 1968 and 1970, ideologues, as mentioned earlier, held a series of
conferences at various locations across South Africa. The papers delivered at these
meetings, which were banned soon after their publication in 1972, include such diverse
topics as “The Concept of God in Black Theology,” “The Training of Black Ministers,”
“Black People and White Worship,” and “What is Black Consciousness?” This multi-
racial, philosophically diverse group, composed of Blacks, Whites, and Coloreds as well
as Christian clergymen and laymen, professional academics, and university students,
gathered to share the viewpoints and stimulate the arguments that they later espoused to
the masses as a theology of liberation.

In addition, many of the founders of Black Theology published works to produce
liberatory ideas among themselves and the general public. For instance, in 1975, Tutu
published a scholarly article in theJournal of Religious Thoughtentitled “Black Theol-
ogy/African Theology—Soul Mates or Antagonists?” and the following year, he published
an open letter for public reading to Prime Minister B.J. Vorster, protesting racial discrim-
ination from a biblical viewpoint. Similarly, in 1976, he published “God-given Dignity
and Quest for Liberation,” a paper that he had delivered to the clergy of the South African
Council of Churches in 1973, forecasting a violent response to White injustice. However,
not only did organic intellectuals stimulate ideas through conferences and publications,
but they also interacted with African-American scholars either directly or through their
writings.

In the early 1970s, Boesak visited the U.S. for several months and exchanged ideas
concerning Black Theology with African-American intellectuals. This dialogue inspired
him to write a paper as part of his doctoral work entitled “Coming out of the Wilderness,
a Comparative Interpretation of the Ethics of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X,”
which the Theological Seminary of Kampen in the Netherlands later published. Moreover,
Boesak worked with Wilmore, professor at Colgate, Rochester and one of the early
African-American founders of Black Theology, as external examiner for his doctorate
dissertation, “Farewell to Innocence, a Social-Ethical Study on Black Theology and Black
Power,” which was published in Johannesburg (1977), America (1977), and London
(1978).

In conclusion and from the viewpoint of Gramsci, a number of revolutionary theolo-
gians produced the basic ideas of Black Theology by participating in academic confer-
ences, publishing for intellectual and popular readers, and sharing ideas with African-
American writers. They created the ideological substance of a counter-hegemonic reli-
gious culture insisting that liberation was critical to both spiritual salvation and daily
living.

The Popularization of Black Theology

Counter-hegemonic theologians commissioned the Black church, which claimed 66%
of the nation’s Christian population, to reproduce their ideas among all South Africans
regardless of race.6 In their view, dominant intellectuals had deceived both westerners and
non-westerners alike with a racially biased, politically motivated distortion of Christianity,
a form of Christianity that necessitated correction by their revolutionary views espoused
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by the Black church. In relating this idea specifically to Africans, Biko (1974) insisted that
his people were “swimming in a mire of confusion—the aftermath of the missionary
approach” and that it was “the duty therefore of all Black priests and ministers of religion
to save Christianity by adopting Black Theology’s approach and thereby once more
uniting the Black man with his God” (p. 43). Similarly, Ntwasa (1974) demanded that
Blacks take the lead in reconstituting the ideas of the Church, and having done this, he
stated:

. . . we will have the responsibility of bringing the gospel to the White man. We will
have the responsibility of offering him the joy of belonging to a community which is
marked by a known and felt unity in the dynamic corporate life which surges on to
break every yoke of human bondage (p. 117).

Radical intellectuals intended to produce a new society, a Christian egalitarian society,
through the Black church, which would first learn from them and then educate the masses.
In this new biblical social order, all people would have equal opportunity; the dispensation
of privilege based on race would be abolished.

However, Black theologians did not only challenge their contemporaries to become
agents of change, they also planned to raise up a future generation of leaders who would
popularize their ideas. They roundly criticized as “Uncle Toms,” Black clergy who,
although training in White seminaries, had accepted western Christianity and viewed “the
ministry as the gateway to a middle-class life” (Ntwasa, 1974, pp. 144–45). They sought
to develop a cadre of revolutionary leaders who would view liberation as central to the
gospel, ideological insurrection as foundational to their task, and the development of
self-esteem as a God-given right.

In brief and reflecting Gramscian thought, counter-ruling class intellectuals commis-
sioned the Black church to propagate their ideas among both the European and non-
European population. In their view, this was remedial—for western theologians had
mis-educated society at large by producing a politically self-serving gospel, a situation
that had to be rectified by counter ruling-class ministers preaching the ideas of Black
Theology.

Black Theology as a Counter-hegemonic Ideology in Summary

Black Theology, when studied in light of Gramsci’s views, is an ideological expression
of the despair, utmost frustration, and fear experienced by Black people in response to
European domination. It is an articulation of suffering that developed principally as a
Christian youth movement. Beginning in 1896 and covering approximately 80 years,
college students took the initiative in organizing themselves and addressing South Africa’s
racial problems. In this pursuit, three central groups, the Student’s Christian Association,
University Christian Movement, and South African Student Organization, experienced a
shift from liberalism to radicalism and from interracial collaboration to racial separation.

During the 1960s, when African discontent reached its highest pitch, Black theologians
began to voice the agony of their people, drawing on western Christianity, as a philo-
sophical genesis; African-American theology, as a conceptual paradigm; and the Black
experience, as an ideological wellspring. As organic intellectuals, they created what Tutu
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(1974) calls “a gut level theology, relating to the real concerns, the life and death issues
of the Black man” (p. 74). In producing these ideas, they criticized and reinterpreted three
critical elements of the western church, including its dogma, practice, and politics. Then,
as cultural insurrectionists, they commissioned the Black church to preach their ideas to
all South Africans, regardless of ethnicity. The church was to assume the vanguard in a
holy war of ideas, popularizing the strategy of Black emancipation and espousing the
notion of a Bible-based egalitarianism. In the words of Boesak (1977) “[Black Theology]
believes that in Jesus Christ the total liberation of all people has come” (p. 10).

BLACK THEOLOGY INFORMS GRAMSCIAN THEORY

This case study of Black Theology informs Gramscian theory by presenting religion as a
counter-hegemonic ideology. Indeed, Gramsci consistently views Christianity as a hege-
monic belief system and so a barrier to cultural revolution.7 For instance, citing Cathol-
icism as an undeniable impediment to subverting the ruling order, Gramsci (1971)
criticizes the Church for producing “the imbecile illusion of immortality,” while predict-
ing that the success of socialism will precipitate the “suicide” of Catholicism and the
“execution of God” (p. 395). Given this position, the philosophical shift in which African
Christians turned from a hegemonic ideology–western Christianity—to a counter-
hegemonic ideology—Black Theology, necessarily informs Gramsci. It reveals possibil-
ities for counter-hegemonic ideology he simply did not discuss.

However, more importantly for this study is the fact that as Black Theology informs
Gramsci it reveals four contributions that Christianity is capable of making to a cultural
revolution. So that an examination of Black Theology does not only expand Gramsci’s
views on religion, but it also demonstrates the viability of Christianity as a counter-
hegemonic ideology, that is, as an instrument of ideological insurrection. Consequently, I
argue that Christianity has the potential for making four specific contributions to a cultural
revolution that include a moral standard, a structured community, an emancipatory
language, and a divinely-inspired commitment.

Christian Morality as a Counter-hegemonic Force

Christianity is capable of contributing a moral standard to a cultural revolution that is
effectual in generating popular support, criticizing political domination, and politicizing
the masses. That is, Christian morality, based on the Bible and church tradition, forms a
well-defined, generally accepted philosophy of justice and injustice that is remunerative
in inspiring commitment to liberation. It also exposes the inequities of domination and
contributes to radicalizing exploited people—a point that escapes Gramsican theory. This
thesis is well supported by the development of Black Theology.

In terms of commitment to the Black struggle, organic theologians utilized Christian
morality to persuade the exploited masses and non-exploited liberals of both South Africa
and abroad to support the overthrow of apartheid. In South Africa, they used Christianity
as a moral paradigm to “conscientize” the masses, that is, to educate them to appreciate
the inequity of their social and political situation. Moreover, they employed Christianity
to convince the masses to selflessly participate in the movement by persuading them that
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they were morally obligated to be involved and that the cause was more important than
their immediate personal welfare.

In addition, counter-hegemonic ideologues utilized Christian values to persuade the
White liberals of South African and abroad to understand the abuse and support the
revolution of Black people. Without this anti-ruling class influence, White liberals would
not have been able to comprehend the sociopolitical realities of abuse and revolution, for
they were too far beyond their personal experience and individual concern. Similarly,
anti-ruling class theologians also employed Christianity to inspire support from exploited
African-Americans who assisted them to refine their ideas. For Blacks in the U.S. had
experienced a form of White oppression that was similar enough to that of South Africa
to foster sympathetic understanding, but distinct enough to prepare them to enrich the
ideas of their African counterparts. Thus, Black theologians employed Christian morality
to serve their revolutionary agenda by persuading the exploited masses and non-exploited
liberals from at home and abroad to join them against apartheid.

Furthermore, counter-hegemonic intellectuals utilized Christian ethics to criticize the
circumstances of domination and to politicize the masses. That is, they employed Chris-
tian morality to demythologize White Christianity, to expose it as a hegemonic ideology
and to demonstrate that its principal function was to legitimate apartheid and the subal-
ternation of non-Europeans. Moreover, by debunking the notions that the exploitation of
Blacks was God-ordained, that missionary values were divinely inspired, and that apart-
heid was biblical, they were able to politicize the masses. That is, they were able to teach
them to resist rather than accept the existing order and to oppose rather than embrace
dominant ideology. Furthermore, while deconstructing western Christianity, counter-
ruling class intellectuals developed liberatory ideas for mass consumption. They portrayed
God, for instance, as a Friend of the oppressed, the church as a company of freedom
fighters, and egalitarianism as truly scriptural. In conclusion, revolutionary-minded cler-
gymen employed Christian morality to expose the injustice of apartheid, to judge the
conditions of subordination, and to radicalize the masses. Gramsci misses this counter-
hegemonic power inherent in Christianity.

The Christian Church as a Counter-hegemonic Force

The Christian church, as a structured community, is supremely effective in producing
and propagating liberatory ideas and is thereby able to contribute to a cultural revolution.
The church, composed of groups of believers, is a structured community in that it has rules
of governance, a hierarchy of leaders, denominational and inter-denominational affilia-
tions, and established programs for educating and organizing the community at large. In
addition, as part of this structure, the church has a broadly agreed upon biblical philosophy
of operation. These two aspects create organizational unity and philosophical oneness and
thereby facilitate the creation and exposition of counter-ruling class ideas as demonstrated
by the South African struggle.

Concerning the production of ideas, organic intellectuals used their church-centered
networks to organize conferences and discussion groups and to published works on Black
Theology. Their Christian philosophical orientation served as a common wellspring of
liberatory ideas, contributing to their harmonious formation of counter-hegemonic thought
and giving unity to their strategies for cultural revolution.
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Regarding the propagation of those ideas, according to Gramsci, the foremost objective
of a cultural revolution is to educate the masses, so that they might participate intelligently
in political life and resist consent combined with conformity. The Black South African
church was particularly well-suited for this type of education given its role in the
community, the profile of its leaders, and its commitment to change society.

Relative to its role in the community, the masses embraced the institution as a site for
the propagation of ideas and “a haven where they [could] freely shed their tears, voice
their aspirations and sorrows, present their spiritual needs, respond to the world in which
they live and empty their souls out to God” (Pityana, 1974, p. 62). Thus, the church was
a center for applied learning. Concerning the clergy, the community at large accepted their
ministers as inspired teachers who spoke with a prophetic voice declaring to them the
word of the Lord with conviction and integrity. Consequently, these leaders were ideally
positioned to espouse anti-ruling class philosophy. Finally, in terms of its role in society,
the masses viewed the church and the church viewed itself as a divinely appointed agent
of social change commissioned to attack exploitation and correct injustice of every sort.
This also made the church remarkably well-suited for popularizing notions of counter-
hegemony.

In conclusion, although Gramsci did not observe it, the church at large, like the Black
church of South Africa, because of its structure and ideological harmony, has a great
potential for contributing to a cultural revolution. It can greatly enhance mass indoctri-
nation by advancing the production and propagation of anti-ruling class ideology.

Christian Language as a Counter-hegemonic Force

Christianity is able to contribute an emancipatory language to a cultural revolution that
is invaluable in expressing counter-hegemonic ideas. In this connection, Steve Biko
(1974) states that “the most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the
oppressed” and continues to explain:

. . . if one is free at heart, no man-made chains can bind one to servitude, but if one’s
mind is so manipulated and controlled by the oppressor as to make the oppressed
believe that he is a liability to the White man, then there will be nothing the oppressed
can do to scare his powerful masters (p. 42).

Here Biko describes what he refers to earlier as “mental slavery,” a cast of mind that must
be destroyed before a cultural revolution can be successful. In attempting to abolish this
self-restrictive worldview, Black intellectuals looked to Christianity to explain and inform
their experience of subalterantion. However, not only did Christianity inspire their ideas,
but it also provided them with an emancipatory language for expressing those ideas, an
indisputably effective language—for it was at once persuasive, familiar, and easily
understood. Specific counter-hegemonic ideas illustrating the use of this language involve
Black self-worth, Black liberation, and Black equality.

Regarding self-worth, Moore illustrates how Black Theology gave Africans a sense of
personal value. He does this by citing Christ as Black and relating the wretchedness of His
condition to the circumstances of African subordination:
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At one level this assertion [that Christ is Black with a capital B] refers to the social fact
that it is the Black people in South Africa who are the poor, the colonised, the
exploited, the oppressed, the discriminated-against. Jesus as a Jew in first-century
Israel was one of the poor, the colonised, the oppressed. Through the incarnation God
identified himself in Christ with this group of people. Thus a meaningful symbol of
God’s identification with the oppressed is to say that Christ is black (Moore, 1974, p.
8).

Moore’s use of the phrase, “Christ is Black,” contributed a spirit of self-worth to Africans
assisting them to throw off the trappings of mental slavery and dedicate themselves to the
revolution. In this manner, he maximizes the persuasive force and convincing simplicity
of Christian parlance to set forth emancipatory ideas. However, counter-hegemonic
intellectuals did not only employ Christian vernacular to express notions of self-worth,
they used it in discussing issues of racial parity as well.

Adam Small (1974), a Colored poet and one-time head of the department of Philosophy,
University of the Western Cape, uses scriptural language in expressing his sense of
self-reliance and equality with White South Africans:

We cannot apologize for being ourselves. . . Whoever thinks this a trivial statement
does not know the extent to which Whites have goaded and do goad us to humiliations
which all add up to our believing that we live by their grace. Now we are rejecting the
idea—their idea, which unfortunately has also become deeply embedded in the souls
of many of us—that we live even to the least degree by their grace. We may live by
the grace of God, but we do not live by the grace of Whites (p. 15).

Finally, not only did counter-ruling class ideologues use Christian language to com-
municate notions of self-worth and parity, but they also employed religious parlance in
discussing political liberation. Boesak (1977) employs biblical terminology as he theorizes
about African freedom from apartheid, stating first that “[a]uthentic Christianity affirms
that God is there, on the side of the oppressed, working for their liberation in their
particular situation,” he then adds:

The gospel of Jesus Christ is the gospel of liberation. Again, liberation is not merely
part of the gospel, nor merely “one of the key words” of the gospel; it is the content
and framework of the whole biblical message (pp. 16–17).

Boesak employs such frequently used terms as “the gospel of Jesus Christ” and “the
biblical message” to communicate ideas of political revolution using the persuasive
authority and emotional force of Christian language to express counter-ruling class
ideology. Thus, Christianity, as illustrated by the South African struggle, is able to
contribute a liberatory language to a cultural revolution that effectively expresses counter-
hegemonic ideas. Again, Gramsci, because of his limited understanding of the value of
Christian language as a counter-hegemonic force, does not include this observation in his
treatment of religion.
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Christian Commitment as a Counter-hegemonic Force

Finally, Christianity has the potential for contributing a divinely inspired revolutionary
commitment to an ideological coup. One of the most formidable challenges to mass
participation in a cultural revolution is the peoples’ fear to confront the established order.
This was particularly true in South Africa, where the government had earned a reputation
for ruthlessly destroying even nonviolent protests and brutalizing those who organized
resistance. In this climate of intimidation, theological revolutionaries instilled courage and
fervor in their people by teaching that God had sovereignly empowered them and
predestined them to victory in a battle against evil—the conflict was not theirs but the
Lord’s, the stakes were not political but divine.

Maimela, a theologian writing in 1984, but reflecting the ideas of the period under
investigation, illustrates this point. He inspires a fearless commitment to dismantling
apartheid, declaring that Christ is on the side of the exploited and arguing that:

. . . translated into (the South African) situation, it means that the God of the biblical
tradition is the God who is likely to side with Blacks against the White power
structures. . . . Black Theology hopes to convince Blacks that their struggle for free-
dom from political bondage is not contrary to God’s will (Oosthuizen, 1988, p. 41).

Moore’s (1974) discussion is similar in intent but more radical in tone than that of
Maimela’s, in that he also politicizes God and Christian social responsibility; however, at
the same time he calls for a divinely sanctioned violent revolution:

. . . “God is Freedom”—the freedom which has been revealed in our history, the
freedom which we do experience despite all our chains, and the freedom that calls us
forward infinitely to new and unexpected depths. . . . Man is he who is soinspired by
the call of Freedom to a wholeness of life, and who loves himself and his fellows
enough to be prepared to die rather than to give up the struggle to throw off the chains
of slavery, oppression, poverty and authoritarianism.

Thus Black Theology is a passionate call to action for freedom, for God, for
wholeness, for man (p. 10).

Hence, Black ideologues call for a divinely-inspired fearless commitment to the revolution
as an anecdote to the intimidation created by the brutal state military and police force. In
doing this, they make use of Christianity in a manner that informs Gramscian philosophy,
which fails to appreciate the power of commitment to a religious belief system.

Essentially, Black Theology informs Gramscian theory identifying four contributions
that Christianity has the potential for making to a cultural revolution. The Christian faith
has the potential for contributing a moral standard, a structured community, an emanci-
patory language, and a divinely inspired commitment.

To conclude, this study addresses an omission in the literature relative to Gramsci’s
sociology. On the one hand, the majority of the research focusing on Gramsci analyzes
and expands his ideas without concentrating on a specific sociopolitical situation. How-
ever, on the other hand, the relatively few studies employing Gramscian thought to
interpret a given issue infrequently emphasize religion and never examine the Black
Liberation Theology of South Africa. Consequently, this study makes a contribution to
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both the utilization of Gramscian theory and to the investigation of the counter-hegemonic
influence of African Christianity.

NOTES

1. For a biographical sketch introducing a theoretical assessment of Gramsci’s politics, see
Boggs (1984),The Two Revolutions, “Gramsci and the Marxist Tradition,” (pp. 1–35).

2. Gramsci (1971) referred to the Protestant Reformation and the French Revolution as
instances of successful counter-hegemonic politics (pp. 395–98).

3. Gramsci (1971) very emphatically points out that the organic intellectuals must not only
come from the exploited class, but that they must also maintain close identification with them,
otherwise “a gap develops between the masses and the intellectuals. . . and thus the impression that
theory is an ‘accessory’. . . and something subordinate” (p. 335).

4. I borrow the phrase “analytic generalization” from Robert Yin (1994) (which he uses
interchangeably with “theoretic generalization”) and develop the following discussion largely from
hisCase Study Researchand Walter A. Firestone’s (1993) “Alternative Arguments for Generalizing
from Data as Applied to Qualitative Research.”Educational Researcher22(4): 16–23.

5. This is not to say that Africans, as a subalternated people, did not create “hidden transcripts”
as defined by James Scott inDomination and the Arts of ResistanceandWeapons of the Weak, for
indeed they did. However, in terms of their daily activity and political outlook, they tended to accept
the dominant ideology, which, of course, inspired the Black Consciousness Movement.

6. This data are based on a study done in 1978 by David J. Bosch, a professor of University
of South Africa, and published by Regehr,Perceptions of Apartheid, pages 283–84, the country’s
4.3 million Whites (16% of the population) composed 22% of South Africa’s church population,
whereas the nation’s 21.8 million Africans, Coloreds, and Indians (84% of the population) consti-
tuted 78% of the church population.

7. This does not deny that Gramsci cites the Protestant Reformation as a cultural revolution
and Luther as an organic intellectual, for indeed he did as observed by Fontana inHegemony and
Power (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993) 42, which quotes Gramsci, QC 2:10,
1293. However, this was a passing reference, whereas the unquestionable weight of his discussion
of religion throughout his writings cites Catholicism as the hegemonic nemesis of cultural revolu-
tion.
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