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PREFACE

It is a pleasure t: introduce this book to its readers by first saying something about the

author and then more about the book itself.

| first met Bennie van der Walt at a special session for religious groups of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in East London (17-19 November 1997). On behalf of a few
Christians from Potchefstroom he presented a confession that the apartheid ideology was
a terrible derailment of the Calvinist (Christian-national) ideal amongst his people. Already
during the apartheid era he (as director of the Institute for Reformational Studies), through
publications and conferences, warned against this inhuman ideology. At the same time he
indicated that genuine Christianity, faithful to the Gospel, can play a positive, liberating role
in society.

For the following reasons | would like to recommend this unique book:

e In the first place it is about our beloved continent, Africa. It assists us not only to
understand what has happened in the past, but also what is happening at the moment
in Africa. It, furthermore, contains many valuable suggestions of how to rebuild our
continent, how our many problems can be overcome and the well-being of our people
be enhanced.

¢ In the second place it is an honest book and at the same time full of hope. On the one
hand it does not try to cover up our intemal weaknesses. In a well-informed, balanced
way it indicates both the strong and weak points of traditional African culture and
modern Western culture. On the other hand it does not succumb to Afro-pessimism,
but expects a better future.

« In the third place this is not the work of a Western outsider, who often tend to argue
that the Africans deserve the present crisis our continent is experiencing. This book is
written by an insider, who has not only read extensively and has travelled to many
African cou'ntn'es, but he has fully associated himself with the African people and
therefore acquired first-hand experience of some of their problems and potentials. (He,
has for instance, joined a Tswana-speaking black congregation in a rural area and at
the moment serves as one of its elders.)

o Fourthly, this white African has in a remarkable way succeeded to understand the
religion, worldview and culture of black Africans. At the same time he provides us with
a penetrating critique of Western culture. His emphasis on the differences between

vii



these two cultures is not intended to divide — we are all human beings — but rather to
enrich and unite.

o Fifthly, it is clear from the book that the author is not only a sincere Christian; as a
Christian philosopher<theologian he also approaches the material from a Christian
perspective. | regard this as an outstanding contribution of this work. It enables the
author to indicate the relevance of the Gospel for our entire life — including moral,
social, political and economic affairs. The Christian faith can make a difference! A
holistic, biblically based worldview can contribute towards human dignity, freedom and
equality.

¢ In the sixth place - in spite of its explicit Christian approach or exéctly because of it -
the author strongly believes in reconciliation, religious freedom and tolerance.
According to him confidence in one’s own faith and tolerance towards other faiths are
not opposites but the two sides of the same coin. 5

o Lastly, this book is exceptional because it is written by a Christian philosopher. Can a
Christian be a philosopher or a philosopher a Christian? Professor Van der Walt has
proven that this is possible.

Philosophers are, of course also known for their ability to wrap their ideas in cliquish
language or jargon, completely incomprehensible for ordinary human beings. On both
points the philosopher in this book failed the requirements for a real philosopher: this is a
clear, down-to-earth book, written in a non-technical style for ordinary laymen and —women

to follow.

Understanding and rebuilding Africa is of such a foundational nature that it deserves to
be read by a very wide audience, including more or less every profession: politicians,
economists, sociologists, religious leaders, development workers, educationists, etc. It
offers compulsory reading for everyone who wants to communicate effectively cross-
culturally. It will benefit Westemers involved in Africa and it will assist Africans dealing
with the West and evaluating the impact of Western culture on the continent.

My sincere prayer is that our Lord will bless brother Bennie’s hard work. May He provide
wings to the excellent book to reach not only the remote comners of our continent but also
the centers of Western culture in London, New York and Paris.

Desmond M. Tutu

Archbishop Emeritus

viii



INTRODUCTION

To many people Africa is still a terra incognita, an unknown continent. This is not only
the case with outsiders, but even with those living on the continent. It applies to white
Westerners as well as black Africans. This kind of ignorance can be dangerous: Without

a proper understanding of our situation we cannot improve it.
Understanding Africa

This book is a humble attempt to provide a popular introduction to a better understanding
of our vast continent. The aim is not to be comprehensive. The focus is mainly on the
religions, cultures and worldviews of Africa. Because of their fundamental nature,
however, they could facilitate a better understanding of Africa’s socio-economic-political

situation.

Two introductory chapters first provide some general information about Africa. It is
impossible to comprehend the contemporary African situation without grasping something
about its past. The powers of slavery, colonialism, neo-colonialism and Christianity
shaped present-day Africa in a decisive way (chapter 1). These combined factors have
led to a deep and comprehensive crisis (chapter 2).

In chapters 3 to 7 different facets of the traditional religion, culture and worldview of Africa
are discussed and compared with the West. This is necessary because traditional African
culture still plays a prominent role all over the continent. In their contemporary search for
an own identity Africans cannot ignore their roots. The remaining two chapters (8 and 9)
illustrate how tradition as well as the Western influence continue to impact on the quest for
a genuine African philosophy, theology and morality.

Rebuilding Africa

The second aim of this book is to illustrate how Africa can, with the preceding knowledge,
solve its vexing problems and be rebuilt. More than insight is needed to face the
challenge, but insight remains one of the prerequisites.

Already in the first nine chapters some flashes of the possible rebuilding of Africa are
seen. From chapter 10 onwards, however, we return to some issues identified in the first
two chapters witﬁ the deliberate aim of looking for perspectives which can liberate the
continent from its crisis. The issues addressed include the following: the desacralisation
of authority and power (chapter 10); the role of the state (chapter 11); human rights
(chapter 12); réconciliation (chapter 13); religious freedom and tolerance (chapter 14);



corruption (chapter 15); ecological stewardship (chapter 16); development (chapter 17),
the economy (chapter 18) and finally the African Renaissance (chapter 19) — a sign of

hope for the future.

The last chapter (20) is an essay on an integral Christian worldview, which the writer
regards as a key factor in the rebuilding of Africa. This chapter also explains the
perspective from which the author wrote the whole book. Readers may therefore prefer to

consult it first.
The readers

The introductory and elementary nature of this book is explained by the fact that it was
written as a textbook for a course on “Philosophy in Africa” to be used by students at the
Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education in South Africa. This also
explains its attention to the religious, cultural, ideological, worldviewish and philosophical
forces involved in shaping Africa, as well as its Christian approach.

My sincere wish is that, apart from students, it will also be of value to other readers
interested in Africa. What it offers is not new — it is intended for the novice — but it is
necessary to be known in order to remove the predominantly bad image of our continent.

Bibliographies

Instead of a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the book, | have provided
bibliographies of books and articles at the end of every chapter on the specific issue
discussed. These bibliographies contain works consulted in the writing of each chapter as
well as material for further reading.

Acknowledgements

In want to thank Prof. Willie van Wyk, director of the School of Social and Government
Studies at the Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education, for his
encouraging support. Mrs. Jorita Coetzee, secretary of the same School, patiently typed
and retyped the manuscript. Dr. Marietjie Nelson was willing to improve my Western

Transvaal English.

A grant from a foundation in the Netherlands assisted in the writing and publication of this
book. In spite of the fact that it prefers not to be mentioned by name, | want to thank its
board.

| am honoured in that Archbishop Desmond M. Tutu was willing to attach his name to this
book by writing a preface to it. | have the greatest respect for the excellent Christian
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leadership he, through many and difficult years, offered to our country and our continent.
Therefore it caused me great joy when his various contributions were recently
acknowledged by my University in granting him an honorary doctor’s degree.

Dedication

| am dedicating this book to the younger generation — who have the responsibility of
rebuilding Africa — including my four children and their spouses: Mias and Marti, George
and Marjeanne, Barend and Amelia, Marieta and Brink.

* ¥

If Understanding and rebuilding Africa whets the appetite of the reader to know more
and understand Africa better, the goal of my unpretentious effort has been achieved to
replace Afro-pessimism with Afro-optimism or, according to its subtitie: to change the
desperation of today into expectation for tomorrow!

November 2002
Bennie van der Walt
7 Bezuidenhout Street
POTCHEFSTROOM, 2531

South Africa

PS: A study guide, containing questions and assignments to be used with this book, is
available from the above address.
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Chapter 1:

THE IMPACT OF SLAVERY, COLONIALISM, NEO-COLONIA-
LISM AND CHRISTIANITY ON AFRICA

To understand present-day Africa, one should know something about its past. This is the
aim of this first chapter. A brief overview of the early history of Africa forms an introduction
to the chapter. The main emphasis will be on colonialism, neo-colonialism and Christianity
in Africa. Why was Africa colonised and Christianised? What was the nature of
colonialism, neo-colonialism and the Christianity transplanted to Africa? What was the
impact of these Western activities on the continent itself?

1.1 A brief overview of the early history of Africa

It is important to know something about the history of Africa to dispel the (Western) idea
that our continent was without civilisation or development.

Khapoya (1994.70ff) divides the early history of Africa into the following phases:
e Prehistory

e Ancient history

e Medieval history

e Early modern history

e History of the nineteenth century.

We will follow his division in this brief overview.

1.1.1 Prehistoric Africa

Evolutionary theorists and archeologists provide us with the following information about
Africa during this time:
e About 200 million years ago hunters-gatherers (homo habilis) developed tools and

language.

e One million years ago these hunters-gatherers (homo erectus) discovered how to
make fire and some migrated from Africa to Eurasia.

e During the past 200 000 years archaic homo sapiens developed into modern homo
sapiens.



Around 10 000 years ago some of these prehistoric hunting-gathering nomads or
bands began to settle along the fertile banks of the Nile River where they kept
domesticated livestock and cultivated grains.

About 3 500 B.C. broadening community linkages led to the development of two large
confederations, the kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt.

1.1.2 Ancient history

First a look at the kingdoms of ancient Egypt and then at other ancient African civilizations.

The kingdoms of Egypt

We leave aside the debate about the skin colour of ancient Egyptians. The fact is that

they were Africans and the civilisations they established were African civilisations. The

early history of Egypt can be divided into the following eight periods:

The Old Kingdom (c. 3100-2180 B.C.), under the rule of the divine pharaohs, was
Africa’s first large-scale political economy. During this time many of the impressive
pyramids were built.

The First Intermediate Period (c. 2180-2080 B.C.), was the time when the Old
Kingdom gradually fragmented and regional political centres regained their autonomy.

The Middle Kingdom (c. 2080-1640 B.C.), reunited the Nile Valley and maintained an
effective large-scale govemment for about 400 years. |

The Second Intermediate Period (c. 1640-1570 B.C.) was the time when Egypt was
conquered by the Hyksos invaders and central authority again fragmented.

During Egypts New Kingdom or Empire (c. 1570-1090 B.C.)‘regional leaders re-
imposed centralised authority in the entire Nile Valley, conquered other neighbouring
civilizations and established the first multinational empire in ancient Africa. The new
capital city was Thebes. Today we know many of the famous pharaohs who reigned
during this period, like Queen Hatshepsut, Akhenaton, Tutankhamon, Ramses Il and
his followers.

This great empire was conquered by different nations like the Libyans (c. 950 B.C.), the
Kushites (c. 750 B.C.), the Assyrians (c. 660 B.C.), the Babylonians, the Persians (who
ruled from about 535-332 B.C.) and the Greeks under Alexander the Great (330 B.C.).

Finally Caesar Augustus conquered Egypt (c. 30 B.C.) and established four centuries
of Roman rule.



Constantine, emperor of the Roman Empire declared tolerance for Christians (313
A.D.) and later Emperor Theodosius (381 A.D.) declared that Christianity would be the
official impen!ial religion. Alexandria became the centre of Christianity in North Africa.

Other Ancient African civilisations

The following should be mentioned:

Kush-Meroe (c. 2000 B.C. =350 A.D.)

Nok (c. 500 B.C. - 200 A.D.)

Maghreb (c. 600-150 B.C.)

The ancient West African Empire of Mauritania

The ancient Sudanic Kingdoms of Ghana and Takrur

The ancient Ethiopian Kingdom of Axum (c. 200 B.C. — 700 A.D.). In about 360 A.D.
Coptic Christianity was declared the official imperial religion of this kingdom. Coptic
Christianity survived for 1600 years (c. 350-1975 A.D.) in A.D. Ethiopia, while in many
other countries the expansion of Islam (c. 640-710 A.D.) destroyed Christian traditions.

1.1.3 Medieval Africa

Again we cannot go into detail, but provide only a few flashes.

By the early 700's the Muslims conquered and converted most of Egypt and the
Maghreb in North Africa.

About 1270 A.D. a new dynasty of Christian Abyssinian rulers claimed royal authority
by virtue of being direct descendants of ancient Israel's king Solomon and Sheba’'s
Queen Makeda. They maintained ties with Alexandria’s Coptic Christians and
coexisted peacefully with neighbouring Islamic governments.

Muslims from the Maghreb conquered Egypt in 969 A.D. and established the Fatimid
Dynasty in Cairo (970-1170 A.D.), where they founded the Western world's first
modern university.

A new Islamic empire was established in the Maghreb (1090-1150).

The kingdom of Mali emerged along the upper Niger River as the centre of a new
imperial confederation and subsequently rose to become the second great empire in
the medieval Western Sudan (c. 1230-1430). One of its rulers was said to have



launched Mali’s first trans-atlantic voyages in the early 1300’s — almost two centuries
before Christopher Columbus!

« The medieval kingdom of Songhay, founded around 1000 A.D., broke away from Mali
and became the third great empire in medieval Western Sudan (c. 1460-1590).
Songhay rose to become one of the medieval world’s largest multinational empires.
Some of the Islamic world’s most respected scholars taught at Sankore University in
Timbuktu.

e Gold from Africa was for many centuries carried across the Sahara desert. By the late
1400’s local leaders on the West coast had begun to sell gold to the Portuguese.
However, many medieval civilisations rose and fell on the coasts and hinterlands of
West Africa long before the Portuguese sea-explorers first “discovered” them (c. 1440-
90). '

e By the 1520’s Portuguese ships had begun transporting West Afﬂcén slaves across the
Atlantic Ocean. This was the beginning of the Atlantic slave trade which lasted to
1870. By 1600 many coastal cities traded directly with European slave ships.

e But during medieval times (c. 1000-1600 A.D.) different communities in the interior lay
beyond the immediate range of coastal trade. The Shona kingdom of medieval
Zimbabwe was producing gold for international trade as early as 1000 A.D.. As Indian
Ocean sea trade increased, medieval Zimbabwe flourished (c. 1250-1450).

e By 1600 Portuguese fleets and fortresses had disrupted the medieval sea trade along
the East coast of Africa — just as they had disrupted earlier pattems of commercial
growth and political consolidation along the West African coasts.

1.1.4 Early modern Africa (1600-1800)

Dutch, Spanish, French, British, German, Scandinavian and Arab ships joined the
Portuguese in the growing international slave trade from Africa (c. 1520-1870). Estimates
differ, but Khapoya (1994:91) puts the number of slaves exported from West Africa at
about 12 million and several millions from East and Central Africa. (Some people even
mention a total of 25 million from all over Africa.)

Recently much more has been written about the slave trade. The reader may wish to
consult an earlier publication by Davidson (1961) or a more recent work like that of
Reader, (1998) for more details. Students will understand this horrible trade in humans
much better by viewing the video Amistad, directed by Steven Spielberg. Fascinating



reading on the topic is also offered in Alex Haley's best seller Roots (1977), the saga of a
black American family who's ancestor was transported in the 18" century as a slave from
Gambia to America.

Whatever the real numbers were, the slave trade severely disrupted political and economic
growth in Africa. Some African kingdoms dissolved while others tried to adapt to the new

circumstances to be able to survive.
1.1.5 Nineteenth-century Africa

Early nineteenth century states and confederacies were developing more modern
approaches to hation—building, military and educational systems, commercial transactions
and intemational relations.

The first half of Africa’s nineteenth-century history continue to be significantly disrupted by
the international commerce in slaves. New Euro-American markets also began to demand
large imports of African commodities like palm oil, cotton, peanuts and ivory.

By the middle of the century European merchants realised that Africans could produce
these commaodities more efficiently by working in their own countries than by working as
slaves elsewhere. They thus increased trade in natural products and decreased their
demand for slave labour from Africa which was finally abolished (1833).

Finally, however, at the end of this century (1880-1900) followed the wholesale invasion of
the continent by the different colonising nations of Europe. All the tendencies towards
economic and political development in different parts of the continent were disrupted.
Colonised Africans could no longer be active participants in shaping their own history.

Khapoya (1994:109) concludes: “During Europe’s svcramble for Africa (c. 1880-1900)
external colonial armies, businessmen, settlers and missionaries conquered different
African nations, destroyed indigenous networks of community self-government,
reorganised long-standing patterns of trade, took over ancestral lands and undermined
local belief systems. European colonialism in Africa interrupted important continuities of
local life as well as the continuing development of great traditions in large-scale political
economies throughout the continent”.

1.2 Colonised Africa according to Vincent Khapoya

The formalisation of colonial rule (which had already started in the mid 1800’s) was
accomplished at the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885. No African state was represented.
The conference was called to reach agreement on boundaries and so to avoid future



conflict among European powers. All the European powers met and partitioned Africa
between them. Following World War |, Germany was deprived of her colonial possessions
which were parcelled out to the victorious allies.

These are the facts. But we are interested in what lies behind the simple facts. The

following are some of the questions to be answered if we really want to understand

2e 1 A : |
colonialism in Africa. \

e Why was Europe interested in Africa?

e What were the reasons for Europe’s imperialism?

« How did the different nations view their mission in Africa?

« How did the European powers execute their rule over their African colonies?

« How were the colonial economies structured?
o What were the results (positive and negative) of colonial rule in Africa?

We will take the book of Khapoya (1994) as a guide to answer these important questions.
Because Fowler (1995) has some important insights to add to the valuable information
provided by Khapoya, we will also review his book on the oppression and liberation of
Africa.

1.2.1 Why was Europe interested in Africa?

Khapoya (1994:113,114) mentions three reasons why Europeans were so keen to acquire
colonies in Africa and elsewhere: (1) to gather scientific knowledge about the unknown,
(2) to spread the Christian gospel to Africans and (3) the desire of Europeans to contribute
to their country’s fame and grandeur by laying claim on distant lands. These three
reasons are not mutually exclusive, but very much interrelated.

1.2.2 What was the rationale for Europe’s imperialism?

Khapoya (1994:116-119) provides the following three reasons why Europeans were so
keen to acquire colonies in Africa and elsewhere: (1) political, (2) cultural and (3)
economic motivations.

Colonial possessions were equated with political prestige and status. Just imagine the
sense of importance and pride as a tiny country like Belgium ruled a country like Zaire, 80
times the size of Belgium! It thereby gained the status of a world power. * Or Britain which
controlled — in Africa alone — an area that was more than 40 times its own size! The
colonies also provided a large reservoir of manpower in times of war.



The cultural reason arrives from the ethnocentrism (Eurocentrism) of the European people.
They regarded anyone different from themselves as culturally inferior. The Europeans,
therefore, felt it their duty to “civilise”, “uplift’ and “evangelise” the African people. This

provided them with a moral “justification” for colonialism.

The desire for wealth, trade, resources and cheap labour also motivated European
expansion into Africa and other parts of the so-called third world. They needed cheap
natural resources to fuel the industrial revolutions in their own countries. And, as the
European economies grew, markets for disposing of surplus goods became necessary.
They also sought to exploit the plentiful cheap labour in Africa. All these were the inherent
demands of the new capitalist European economies.

1.2.3 How did the European nations conceptualised their mission to “civilise”
Africa?

What type of person did they expect to see once their mission in Africa was
accomplished? Answers to this question will reveal interesting contrasts between the
European colonisers, especially the British, French and Portuguese.

¢ The British approach to their “mission” was that the indigenous people and the British
should be segregated. An African could acquire British culture — and many did — but
never the ancestry to go with it. What constituted a real Englishmen was based on
both ancestry and culture. The only way someone could be as good as an
Englishman/woman was to have been born one!

e The French approach also looked down on the Africans and their culture. Instead,
however, of a policy of segregation, they accepted a policy of assimilation. Their
mission was to convert the Africans into Frenchmen. This implies an acceptance of the
African’s potential humanity but on the condition of a total dismissal of traditional
African culture. The French, therefore, considered culture rather than racial ancestry
as the fundamental ingredient of Frenchness. The British could not even think of an
educated black man as a social equal or “black Britisher’, while the French were
prepared to accept an African as a “black Frenchman”.

e The Portuguese approach. Their concept of what constituted a Portuguese, which
determined their “mission” in Africa, was a combination of the ideas of both the French
and the British. It included both culture and ancestry. They therefore condoned and
promoted the mingling of cultures and races through marriage and cohabitation —
usually only one way, viz Portuguese men and African women. This does not imply



that the Portuguese did not see themselves clearly as being superior to Africans. In
Portuguese colonies, an African would be considered “civilised” only if he/she could
speak Portuguese and had rejected all traditional tribal customs.

The consequence, over time, of this social policy was a stratified social pyramid: (1) full-
blooded Portuguese at the top, enjoying all the rights and privileges of Portuguese
citizenship; (2) a tiny group of mestizos (mixed-race people) in the middle, who were
entitled only to a few rights and (3) full-blooded African people at the bottom who were
exploited and subjected to all kinds of abuses and indignities.

Khapoya (1994:126) summarises the different approaches in the following words: “The
French offered the promise of full membership in the French community if the African
assented to complete acculturation. The British sought to ‘uplift’' the African but without the
promise of social equality with the British. The Portuguese went a step further in
condoning or perhaps encouraging one-way miscegenation in the belief that to ‘change’
the African required an infusion of Portuguese ancestry. Thus an African with some
Portuguese blood was inherently superior to one without, but obviousld still not the social
equal of a full-blooded Portuguese person”.

1.2.4 How did the European powers rule in their colonies?

Khapoya (1994:128-135) distinguishes between four types of colonial administrative
styles: (1) indirect rule, (2) direct rule, (3) company rule and (4) indirect company rule.

« Indirect rule was applied by the British colonial masters. To achieve this, new ‘chiefs’
and ‘tribes’ were created where none existed before. These chiefs were expected to
enforce law, to collect taxes, to provide cheap labour and were accountable directly to the
British district officer or commissioner. In retum the ‘chiefs' would receive British
protection, a house, salary and other gifts.

The hope of the British was that one day, at independence, the African colonies would be
able to use the skills and values they had learned from their masters to run their own
countries. This was a misplaced expectation, because British mle‘l actually introduced
ethnic tension and/or reinforced it where it was already present. It was unrealistic to
expect ethnic groups, that had been played off one against the otherz by the British for so
long, to know suddenly how to forge one nation overnight at independence.



e Direct rule

This was the type of administration applied by the French, Portuguese, Germans and
Belgians. In this highly centralised administration European rule was imposed on the
Africans regardless of the existing political relationships among the indigenous people.
The French empire was, for instance, directly governed from Paris, The “chiefs” they
appointed did not come from ruling families and the uniqueness of the various African
political institutions were not preserved. French rule did, however, give Africans from the
empire the opportunity to work together across ethnic groups and regions. Because the
Africans were governed without any regard to existing ethnic differences, reinforcement of
ethnic fragmentation did not occur.

Portugal's centralised administration was much stricter and harsher. They regarded their
colonies in Africa as “overseas Portugal” and had no intention of granting them self-rule.

e Company rule

This kind of administration, applied by the Belgians, was probably the most brutal. The
king of Belgium gave free reign to Belgian businessmen to exploit the Congo — with no
accountability to anyone, except the king. Forced labour was rampant and Africans who
resisted or did not work hard enough were flogged or had their ears cut offl

It was no surprise that, at independence, Zaire (the old Belgian Congo) was the least
prepared for self-rule and continues to be amongst the worst governed and also the
poorest countries despite its size and its mineral and other natural resources.

o Indirect company rule

The example here is that of Cecil John Rhodes, the British entrepreneur, who wanted to
extend British colonial rule from Cape Town to Cairo. In only ten years (1885-1895) he
acquired two countries, Southem Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and Northern Rhodesia (now
Zambia). He also gave British “protection” to Botswana and Malawi, almost took
Mozambique from the Portuguese and a part of Zaire from the Belgians!

Rhodes set up a private company, the British South African Company, and applied for a
royal charter. That gave him the right to administer the countries known as Zimbabwe and
Zambia today. From 1890 to 1923 this company set up a colonial administration according
to the British model of indirect rule. It crushed every opposition and was responsible for
the bureaucracy, police, tax collection, etc. In 1923 the “company colony” of Rhodesia



became a de facto self-governing colony. The local white residents ran the colony without
interference from the Colonial Office in London.

1.2.5 How was the economics of colonialism structured?

Khapoya (1994:135-145) discusses in detail imperialist colonial economics applied in
Africa under the following headings:

e expropriation of land

e exploitation of labour

o the introduction of cash crops and one-crop economies
¢ unfair taxation

¢ the introduction of immigrant labour from India

e the transfer of mineral wealth from Africa to Europe

o the lack of industrialisation.

We will not discuss these points, but rather try to answer the important question who
benefited from this type of economics.

1.2.6 What was the negative and positive results of colonial rule in Africa?

Both Europeans and Africans have strong feelings about the question whether colonisation
helped or hurted the African people. Khapoya (1994: 145-147) mentioﬁs, first, six negative
effects and then five positive consequences. ‘

On the negative side he mentions the following:

e There was massive exploitation of Africa in terms of labour exploitation, resource
depletion, lack of industrialisation, the prohibition of inter-African trade, unfair taxation
and the introduction of fragile one-crop economies.

e The exacerbation of ethnic rivalries, which especially the British exploited in furthering
their rule, continued in post-colonial conflicts in Africa.

 The undermining of traditional African authority patterns (the use of chiefs for colonial
duties) made the task of nation building after independence that much more difficult.

e The creation of artificial boundaries by colonial powers has caused much suffering in
post-independent Africa because of territorial claims and counterclaims.
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The destruction of African culture in general caused the loss of the confidence Africans
had in themslees and their institutions. It also led to a dependency syndrome.

The denial of political participation and the excessive use of force in addressing
political issues were carried over to the post-colonial period. Africans were generally
ill-prepared to take over the govemance of their new independent states.

On the positive side Khapoya mentions the following benefits of colonialism:

The introduction of Western medicine made an incredible difference in the survival rate.

The introduction of formal education helped to broaden the outlook of the people and
unlock their hidden potential. Most of the liberation leaders enjoyed Western
education.

Colonial rule left behind a limited infrastructure of harbours, railroads, roads, water
systems, electric power and telephones which could be used at independence.

The introduction of Western culture and Christianity influenced important aspects of
traditional African culture. Western individualism, for instance, undermined the
traditional collective ethos, but it also made individual progress possible. Christianity
liberated many Africans from the belief that everything that happened was due entirely
to the intervention of ancestors and other spirits, causing a very fatalistic attitude.

Much pain and suffering were avoided because the colonial masters created
boundaries between different countries, in this way shortening the process of state-
formation. In the past, pre-colonial times, states were formed slowly and painfully, as
powerful leaders waged wars and annexed their weaker neighbours.

1.3 The oppression and liberation of Africa according to Stuart Fowler

As said previously, on many points Fowler agrees with Khapoya's viewpoints on
colonialism in Africa. As a Christian, however, Fowler also adds important perspectives.

In this section the emphasis will not be on their agreement, but mainly on the additional
insights Fowler's book (1995) offers. An important contribution of Fowler's book is that it
pays special attention to the ideological and religious forces involved in shaping Africa.

There was little questioning of slavery until the beginning of 19" century. Likewise the

righteousness of the colonial subjugation of Africa was not seriously questioned until well

into the 20" century.

1



The subjugation of Africa to European rule was seen as a good endeavo*r because of the
righteous goals of (1) civilising the Africans, a necessary discipline for their advancement
from barbarism to (Westem) civilisation and (2) evangelising the pagan people, a God-
given task of Christians. Underlying these two goals was the assumption of European
moral, cultural and religious superiority. The irony is that the subjugation of Africa in fact
became a major stumbling block in its development!

No doubt, economic interest was a major factor in the European powers’ scramble for
Africa. They needed raw materials and markets. The above-mentioned motives (of
civilisation and evangelisation), however, provided the moral justification for colonising

Africa.

What did not come into consideration, were the interests of the Africans themselves. The
Europeans did not see the need to take into account the existing social and political
realities of Africa.

By 1914 the whole of Africa had been divided by the European poWem. The division
reshaped the political map of Africa to suit the interests of the colonisérs. Closely related
people were divided, while it brought together peoples with little common interests.

1.3.1 Disruption by the imposition of alien structures of Europear'i society

The existing social and political arrangements of African societies were undermined and
disrupted when they were replaced by European views of “law and order”. The colonial
authorities would appoint “tribal chiefs” as agents of colonial authority. Or existing African
leaders were recruited as agents of the colonial authorities. The result was that the
traditional African leadership ceased to be accountable to their own people.

The colonial powers also extended the power of African leaders from one community over
people from other communities. This fuelled ethnic (tribal) rivalries and animosities that, in
post-colonial Africa, were to erupt in destructive tribalism.

1.3.2 The invention of tribalism

The Europeans believed that Africans lived in tribes and that tribal loyalties were the only
primitive stuff of African politics. Therefore they divided Africa into tribes, and where these
tribes did not exist, they had to be invented.

In many cases there were ethnic identities, based on the kinship of common traditions,
language, social and religious customs and history. But this ethnic identity did not coincide
— as the Westemers believed — with political identity. Political allegiance at times crossed
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ethnic boundaries. The traditional Africans’ political identity did not define their ethnic
identity and vice versa. The colonial practice of linking political identity to ethnic identity
introduced something new and foreign into African society, viz the politicisation of ethnicity,

based on the European model of nation-states.

The negative result was a closure of ethnic identity. Healthy ethnicity is always fluid and
open to be enriched by other identities. When, however, ethnic identity becomes a closed
relationship so that all human relationships are ethnically qualified, then ethnicity becomes
a divisive social force. This was one of the most devastating colonial legacies in Africa
from which few Lfrican states have been free. Political interest became permanently tied
to ethnic interest and vice versa. (For tribalism in Africa see also Buconyori, 1977 and
Turaki, 1997.)

1.3.3 Structural incoherence

Turaki (1993:248) distinguishes, apart from what remained of the original, traditional ones,
three different new types of social structures in colonial and post-colonial Africa:
transformation of precolonial indigenous institutions; migrated social structures which
were almost literally transferred from the metropolitan centres of the imperialist West to
Africa and emergent social structures, which were neither indigenous nor Western but

born during colonialism in Africa.

The European powers imposed on Africa its democratic political structures and free market
economies. But it could not destroy the indigenous African social structures altogether.
Fowler (1995:21) describes the result of structural incoherence in the following words: “On
the one hand, there were the political and economic structures imposed by the colonial
power, founded in the secularist values of modern Europe. On the other hand, there were
the remains of the traditional African social structures, founded in traditional values that
recognised the religious nature of all human life. The first dominated the political life of the
new nations invented by the arbitrary colonial partiﬁon of Africa. The second dominated
the grassroots social life of the majority of Africans ... These two sets of social structures
were based on incompatible values, beliefs and assumptions that made it impossible to
integrate them in a single, coherent social framework for the new African nations”.

As we have seen from the book by Khapoya, different tendencies towards economic and
political development were present in 19" century Africa. These were interrupted and
brought to a halt by colonialism. Fowler emphasises (1995:22) that, had African societies
remain free to make these changes from within, the likelihood is that they would have
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done so successfully in a way that would have made Africa today the home of stable,
prosperous, modern societies with a distinctively African character. The chances are that
all the benefits of modernisation would have come to Africa without the alienation, social
disruption and instability that accompanied and followed the colonial experience.

The colonial authorities, therefore, bequeathed to the new African leaders a fractured
society. A successful modern state requires more than an efficient, democratic structure.
It requires, firstly, a strong, cohesive network of social structures,:the so-called civil
society. Secondly, it requires a coherent set of social values, suppq’ﬁed by appropriate
social sanctions as a check on abuses of power. Fowler (1995:47) |s emphatic: “There
can be no effective set of social values with appropriate social sanctions constraining
political life in the absence of cohesive and strong social structures’ independent of the
state”.

Two problems occurred in this connection. Firstly, the colonial structures had
systematically undermined the indigenous African social structures. The structure had
persisted at the local and family level, but it lacked the strength and coherence on a
national scale that was needed for it to provide the social base and moral constraints that
the new states needed.

Secondly, the colonial political structure had never been integrated with indigenous African
social structures. The transition to a stable and prosperous state could not have been
made by a mere adaptation of the colonial political structure. It would have required a
comprehensive restructuring to achieve coherence with the indigenous African social
order.

1.3.4 The economic legacy

By 1968 the majority of African colonies had become independent African nations. But the
influence of colonialism could not be wiped out.

Prior to colonialism, Africa had balanced, self-sustaining economies. It did not have the
industrial output or the wealth of consumer goods of modern Western economies. But it
did have productive manufacturing and agricultural industries, which included trade with
nations outside Africa.

During colonialism the African colonies were seen, on the one hand, as sources of primary
products (raw materials) and on the other hand, as markets for the surplus products
manufactured in the colonial homelands. The African economies became dependent
subsidiaries of the European economies.
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The results were: that African trading systems were replaced by European and Indian
traders. Agricultﬂral production was shifted from products suited to Africa’s needs to
products suited to the needs of European markets. The traditional economies dwindled in
importance or dis‘vappeared altogether, as their products were replaced by products from

Europe.

“The leaders of the newly independent African states inherited not only a fractured social
order, but a fractured economy, split between a colonial economy that existed only as a
dependent subsidiary of a European economy, and an indigenous African economy that
had survived the adverse conditions of colonial rule only by the vigour of the African
initiative” (Fowler, 1995:45).

This structural dependence of the economies of the now independent states was not to
their benefit. Firstly, it is not consistent with the status of a sovereign state for its dominant
economic structure to be dependent on foreign interests. Secondly, the base of the
colonial economy was too narrow to serve the needs of the new states.

1.3.5 Post-colfmlal economic developments

The leaders of post-colonial Africa did not lack intelligence, competence or, for the most
part good will. It was also not the case that they lost touch with their African roots or
lacked the will to impart a distinctively African character to the new states. The problem
was that they missed the crucial issue of the structural incoherence in the post-colonial
politics and economy of Africa. The reason was their Western education. They took it for
granted that the colonial economy, rather than the indigenous economy, should provide
the basis for development. They did not regard it necessary to merge the two distinct
economic structures into a single, integrated national economy. The fundamental issue
was not — as many have thought — a choice between (Western) capitalism or socialism.

The colonial education of the African leaders, on the one hand, equipped them to lead the
struggle against colonialism, because they were enabled to challenge the colonial masters
on their own terms. On the other hand, however, they tended to think in European terms
in planning the future development of their countries.

Fowler's perspective on the problem is the following: “To suggest that the African nations
look more to their own African heritage in building a modern society does not mean trying
to resurrect the social and economic structures of the past. Neither does it mean rejecting
all that comes from outside Africa. It means building social and economic models that suit
the Africa of tomorrow by building on the strengths of the African heritage and traditions
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while selectively incorporating features from the Western worid, or énywhere else, that
modify and adapt these strengths to the needs of the modern world” (Fowler, 1995:58).

1.3.6 Post-colonial politics in Africa

We will not go into the details of Africa’s struggle for liberation from colonialism,
independence and afterwards. Many books (cf., for instance, Mazrui & Tidy, 1984) provide
information on this period in Africa’s history. We will briefly focus on the nature of the state
(politics) in post-colonial Africa and again use Fowler (1995) as our guide. (See Davidson,
1992 for a detailed study on the influence of the European idea of the nation-state on post-

colonial African politics.)

In the European viewpoint the nation-state was the sociopolitical norm. The leaders of the

new African states accepted it without question.

Fowler (1995:59) distinguishes between two basic mganings of the word nation. The first
is an ethnic nation, which means a group of people united by common traditions,
language, culture, values and way of life. An ethnic nation is not necessarily organised as
a single political unit. The second meaning of nation is a political nation, meaning a group

of people living under the rule of a single state within territorial borders.

The idea of a nation-state decrees that the identity of a political nation should coincide with
that of an ethnic nation. The citizens of a political nation (state) should have a common
ethnic identity.

Two beliefs are fundamental to the idea of a nation-state. The first is the totalitarian idea
that the state is the builder and overseer of the nation. It is responsible for the
development and well-being of the nation. Other societal institutions (the church, family,
business, education etc.) are subordinate to the state. Secondly, “nation” has no meaning
apart from the state. Also ethnic interests should be submerged to the interests of the
state. This boils down to a politicisation of ethnicity, which has made thé task of building
unified political nations in post-colonial Africa far more difficult than it might have been.

Different ethnic nations can be harmoniously united in a single political nation if ethnic
identity is not politicised. But when politicised ethnic nations came together in one state,
the result in Africa was a divisive and often destructive competition for political power
along ethnic lines.

At the root of the problem, therefore, is not Africa’s ethnic diversity as such, but the
systematic politicisation of ethnic diversity by the colonial authorities and its continuation
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after independence. Fowler (1995:64) states that “the nation-state idea, with its
associated beliefs about the nature of society, is possibly the most damaging of all the

legacies of colonialism...”
1.3.7 The illusion of the political kingdom

The belief in the power of the state to direct and develop society that will bring well-being
to all, is one of the illusions inherited from colonialism. It is necessary to unmask this
illusion because it stands in the way of Africa’s future development.

Usually traditional African society is called “primitive”, because it was a structurally
undifferentiated society. This viewpoint is misleading, because various social functions
were organised within a single communal structure. There were cultic activities of the
community, but they were not the activities of separate societal relationships or structures
like a temple or church. The African communities did have procedures to settle disputes,
but it was not organised in a separate judicial system, independent of the community.
Education was provided to the youth, but again this was not done by a school system, it
was the educational function of the community.

When, usually through a combination of internal and external factors, these homogeneous
traditional societies develop into more heterogeneous societies, a process of structural
differentiation occurs to cope with the increased diversity of social interactions. A number
of distinct social structures, like churches, the judiciary, schools, businesses and states
develop from the existing homogeneous society. Everyone of these societal relationships
has to fulfil its own distinctive role in society.

This also applies to the state, comprising government and citizens. The state should not
function as the overlord of society. It has qualified sovereignty within defined territorial
borders. It should not be an oppressive power, but it should ensure the freedom and
security of the whole society. The state’s authority is qualified because its role is the legal
regulation of relations between diverse interests of society, both individual and communal.
The norm it has to follow is justice and equality for all. If one looks at the state in this way
the question of state power is not how much the state should be involved in the affairs of
society, but what kind of involvement it should be.

The coercive power of the state makes it always highly susceptible to abuse of power and
corruption. Political abuse and corruption is not peculiar to Africa. Western democracy is
also not a guarantee against the corruption of state power. The particular form of the state
structure is not the most important.
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Fowler (1995:70,71) mentions three conditions that must be met if the tendency to abuse
and corruption of state power is to be effectively controlled:

o There must be a recognition built into the social values of the society that the power of
the state is not absolute but qualified and therefore limited.

¢ Social values must include clear standards of conduct that set limits to those who hold
any office in the state, whether as politicians or as bureaucrats.

e There must be a network of social structures or organisations, independent of the state,
with the collective strength and will to call those who exercise state p?wer to account in
terms of the accepted social values.

As a direct result of colonialism all three these conditions were lacking in postcolonial
African societies:

¢ The colonial undermining of the traditional social order together with the pervasive role
of the colonial state, had left post-colonial Africa with a political structure that
dominated society.

o There were few well organised social interests independent of the state with the
strength and the will to resist the power of the state.

e Colonialism also left African societies lacking a coherent set of social values governing
conduct in political affairs.

1.3.8 Colonial imperialism

i
An important contribution by Fowler is his description of the imperialist nature of
colonialism as well as neo-colonialism. Let us have a look at both of them.

To really understand colonialism, it should be placed in the context of imperialism. We
may define imperialism as the use of the power of a state to dominate the affairs of people
beyond the state’s temitorial borders. As indicated above, a state has qualified authority
within defined territorial borders. Imperialism does not include the oppressive use of
power by the state or its govemment over people within its territorial borders. This is also
abuse of the power of the state, but it is not imperialism.

A range of factors drove the imperialist activities of the European nations in Africa. Fowler
distinguishes between base conditions and actuating conditions. The base conditions
must always be present for imperialism to exist, while the actuating conditions translate the
potential of the base conditions into the actual practice of imperialism.
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The base cond‘tions

Imperialism can only exist when two base conditions are met. The first is a significant
imbalance of power. The second is the presence in the more powerful state of beliefs that
justify the use of its power. The possession of power is never sufficient in itself. There
must be appropriate beliefs commonly held by the more powerful state that justify the use
of its power to dominate other people. Humans need to believe that their actions are
justified. Fowler (1995:98-107) discusses four such beliefs:

o The belief about a civilised society

The colonial powers believed that the existing African social structures have to be replaced
by a society based on a European-style nation-state, because the European society was
the model for a civilised society. The formation of a state was deemed necessary to a
civilised society. A fully developed society, furthermore, requires a democratic form of
government for the state.

This European model involves a very state-centered view of society. The constitution of
the state constitutes a civilised society. And the way in which the state is organised
(democracy) determines the level of civilisation that has been achieved. It clearly reveals
a misplaced belief in the state as the source of all social good.

e Social liberalism

The European Enlightenment proclaimed belief in human equality and individual liberty. It
exhibited intolerance towards any who differed from its views. This led to systematic
efforts to replace African communal values (regarded as primitive) with the individualistic
values of European liberalism.

¢ The ideology of progress

This was a further moral justification for the practice of European imperialism in Africa. In
the ideology of progress the norm of a civilised society is constant progress, moving
forward to always happier and better social conditions. Change, always for the better,
becomes a basic norm of society. Because traditional African societies were regarded as
static and backward their condition was unacceptable in the eyes of the European

colonisers.
e Social Darwinism

Social Darwinism is the application of the evolutionistic idea of the survival of the fittest to
social life. It believes that social development depends on conflict and competition
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between individuals and social groups in which the strongest — and by implication, the best
— survive. Linked with the idea of progress, it leads to the convicti#n that the more
powerful society is clearly the superior society. It is a doctrine that justifies the use of the
military and economic power of the more powerful against the less powerful in the interest
of human progress.

These four sets of beliefs provided sufficient justification for Europeans to believe that they
were doing a righteous work in bringing Africans under the domination of European
imperialism. Of course this does not mean that Europe was doing a righteous work in its
occupation of Africa. On the contrary, it brought decades of devastating oppression.

The actuating conditions

The above-mentioned base conditions are not enough for the emergence of imperialism.
They provide only the potential. For the potential to be translated into actual imperialist
practice, there need to be the appropriate actuating conditions or historical circumstances.
Fowler (1995:108) distinguishes between self-interest and humanitaﬁan concerns. The
latter will never be sufficient in themselves to move a state. The basic motivation will

always be self-interest.
Self-interest
The following five self-interests should be mentioned:

« National pride: having an overseas empire was seen as enhancing a state’s status in
Europe.

« The protection of national interests: to protect, for instance, British traders and

missionaries.
¢ International rivalry: the struggle for dominance amongst the European powers.
« International political advantage.

« Economic interests, though not the one dominant factor, undoubtedly played a part.
Europe needed both fresh resources and new markets.

Humanitarian concerns

Influenced by the reports of explorers and missionaries about the primitive character of
Africa, as a land of savagery and the darkest heathenism, liberals and missionaries joined
in urging European occupation of Africa as a means to Africa’s “enlightenment’ and

20



“civilisation”. To the missionaries it would provide a political environment favourable to the
proclamation of the Gospel.

1.3.9 Post-colonial or neo-colonial imperialism

The decolonisation process which began in the late 1950’s and ended in about 1968
brought an end to European colonialism, but it did not end Westem imperialism
(sometimes called neo-colonialism). In many respects the new, post-colonial imperialism
was the same' Fowler (1995:110), however, draws our attention to two important
differences: the emphasis shifted from formal to informal imperialism and the centre of
imperialist power shifted from Europe to the United States of America.

The former colonial powers tried to ensure that their former colonies would remain within
their sphere of influence, but the US became the dominant player in Africa as in the rest of
the world. Americans, of course, do not like to think of themselves as imperialists, but it is
a fact that after World War Il the US became a country which dominates the conduct of
weaker countries for the sake of certain domestic interests.

Informal imperialism

Formal imperialism is the use of the power of the state to dominate another country by the
imposition of formal political rule. European colonialism was a clear example of formal,

political imperialism.

The main instrument of informal imperialism is economic power. The economic interests

are, however, backed by military power if necessary.

Some would argue 'that informal imperialism is less oppressive than formal imperialism.
Imperialist domination in any form is, however, oppressive because of its basic failure to
respect the full human dignity of the dominated peoples. The last few decades provided
many examples of the oppressive economic power of the US as well as its military force to
protect its own interests.

The justification of US imperialism

The four basic belief systems that justified European imperialism have also had a
significant place in the development of American society. The Americans have a
passionate belief in the rightness and therefore inherent superiority of the American social,
economic and ‘political system — not just for the US, but as ideal for the whole world. The
American way of life should be spread around the globe to all humanity.
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Several actuating factors played a part in turning this imperialist potential into an actuality.
Firstly, self-interest and, secondly, humanitarian motives.

Self-interest

In the first place there was economic interest. The US found its access to the expanding
world markets hindered by the division of the world into imperialist spheres of interest
governed by the European powers. This was a significant factor in the US readiness to
support campaigns for the independence of African countries and to portray itself as the
champion of freedom and democracy. Secondly, the US became involved in exploiting the
politics of intemational rivalry in order to strengthen its own position on the intemational
scene. The Cold War between East and West was an important factor in this regard.

Humanitarian motives

Economic self-interest was not the whole motivation for the US to champion the cause of
independence for European colonies. Its commitment to political freedom motivated it to
support calls from the peoples of Africa and elsewhere to be allowed self-government.
Together with this there was the zeal to promote American civilisation or the American
social, political and economic values.

Fowler (1995:113), however, warns that whenever there is a conflict in the motivations for
imperialist action, it is always the motivation of self-interest that prevails in US policy. The
promotion of economic and political systems that are right in American eyes has
consistently taken precedence over the right of people to choose their own government or
type of economy.

The practice of American imperialism

While the US, with its support for decolonisation, did much to hasten the end of formal
European imperialism in Africa, it very quickly moved in with its own imperialist agenda.
Initially the agenda was seen as the helpful hand of a friendly big power. As time has
passed, however, it has become increasingly clearer that the US involvement in Africa has
the character of new informal imperialist domination — with sometimes disastrous
consequences for Africa.

The US uses its formidable power to promote what it sees as desirable political and
economic reforms in African countries.

As far as political reforms are concerned, it should be kept in mind that imperialism always
uses its power to stamp its own image on other peoples and nations. And the nation that
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accepts this image becomes subservient to the imperialist power in whose image it is
remade. It cannot achieve beneficial political reform when it is dependent on intervention
from outside. The intervention of a foreign power can only distort a real democratic

process.

As far as the economic reforms of the US are concerned, they are pursued with little
regard for local economic interests. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World
Bank are dominated by the US and operate as key instruments for the promotion of US
economic interests in the international arena. The IMF and the World Bank does not exist
for the sake of justice, but they are designed to maintain a stable international economic
order that is dominated by the industrial nations of the West. And the United Nations
Security Council has become a vehicle enabling US military interventions to be
represented as being in the interest of the international community.

In the West it is usually said that Africa is a black hole into which the West pours its money
without retumn. ; This is a blatant lie. The US, like the rest of the Western world, annually
gains from the' developing world billions of dollars more than it puts into Africa. For
instance, in the years 1988-1989 alone the net gain to the West from Africa was at least
5.8 billion and 5.5 billion US dollars respectively. (For more details, see Rowbotham,
2000.)

We should remember the simple fact that there is no philanthropists in the world of
international politics and economics. The politicians and economists may at best do some
good for others provided it also serves their own interests. (See further section 5 of
chapter 18 on the influence of economic globalisation on Africa.)

1.4 The influence of Christianity

Christianity was brought to Africa chiefly by missionaries from the Western world. In some
cases they preceded the colonial takeovers or came immediately after a country had been
declared a colony. Like everything else in this world, Christianity was a mixed blessing.

On the one hand, as Christians, we should rejoice in the spread of the Gospel, because it
brought personal transformation for millions of individuals. Some missionaries also played
a significant role in opposing the excesses of colonial administrators, calling for a more
humane colonial practice. Khapoya (1994:152-158), in spite of his criticism of the close
symbiotic relationship between Christian missionaries and colonial authorities, has
appreciation for the role the missionaries and churches played in the education of Africans.
He also acknowledges the role that the Christian church played in the liberation of Africa:
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“The Christian church became an unwitting catalyst in the development of African
nationalism, by equipping the African intellectually to fight for his freedom ...” (1994:159).

On the other hand, we should not ignore the shortcomings of the missionary enterprise
either. Today, in hindsight, we know that Christianity also disrupted :African society and
values. It mostly supported the colonial enterprise (cf. Boer, 1984 and Turaki, 1993:110-
118).

1.4.1 Missionary support for colonialism

The kind of Christianity promoted in Africa by Western missionaries — in spite of their good
intentions — tended to support the colonial dislocation of African society. Fowler (1995:25-

28) mentions four major reasons why:

L]

The missionaries generally shared the individualism of the colonial administrators. For
them the human person was first and foremost an individual. Society was the coming
together of independent individuals. Consequently the missionaries saw as their
calling the transformation of individuals. From transformed individuals, they assumed,
would come a transformed society. They therefore saw little need to engage in a
critique of social structures. They did not address the complex issues of social
transformation that contact with modern Europe posed for African societies.

The individualism of the missionaries also led them to a generally negative assessment
of the traditional African social structure with its strong communal character.

Missionaries on the whole also shared the common European view that the
introduction of European civilisation with its social structures was the only way to lift
Africa out of its primitive savagery. The missionaries did not clearly distinguish
between European civilisation and Christian civilisation. The Eurdpean or American
civilisation was seen as the ultimate in Christian civilisation! (We should therefore not
blame the Africans that they did not distinguish between Christianity and Western
culture.) ;

The missionaries’ perception was that the African social order is pervaded by pagan
beliefs and values. Therefore it had to be replaced to provide a satisfactory social
environment for Christian living. Because the whole traditional African culture was
regarded as rotten it was required that Africans converted to Christianity should make a
clean break with their “pagan” past.
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e Missionaries also accepted the basic tenets of Western secularism, namely the
secularisation of public life and the privatisation of religion. The affairs of everyday life,
including the political affairs of the state, were viewed as secular affairs. They were, in
principle, religiously neutral. Religious faith was seen as a private matter for the
individual and the church. Questions about the basic structure of the political and
social order we:re deemed to be secular matters, to which the Christians, as Christians,
had no distinctive contribution to make.

Missionaries consiequently saw their role as the salvation of individuals gathered for
worship and witnéss in the churches. They also had to exhibit appropriate standards of
Christian conduct in their personal and family lives. The education and medical services
provided by the missionaries were means for achieving the primary missionary goal of
individual salvation.

Missionaries were therefore content to leave the issues of the political and social order
associated with colonialism to the secular colonial administration. They saw the civilising
role of colonialism as complementary to their own evangelising role. They also expected
from the colonial administration to provide a supportive political environment for their
missionary endeavours. From their side the missionaries provided powerful support for
the colonial authorities by teaching African Christians that, according to the Bible, it was
their Christian duty to obey the colonial authorities.

In spite of the fact that the missionaries avoided involvement in colonial politics, they were
in fact deeply involved, because they acknowledged the role of the colonial administrators
as a righteous mission in the secular sphere. They believed that achieving the twin goals
of civilising and evangelising could only be in the best interests of the temporal and eternal
well-being of the Africans.

The final result then was, on the one hand, a reinforcement of the political subjugation of
Africa and, on the other hand, an undermining of the African social authority, culture and
values.

1.4.2 The muting of the Gospel message

Reviewing the situation from today's perspective it is clear that, despite good intentions,
the missionary endeavour during the colonial era did contribute significantly to the
disruption of African society. It is unlikely that anyone of us, placed in the same historical
situation, would have acted differently. But it is clear today that the unrecognised influence
of the secularist belief system in Westemn Christianity robbed the missionary message of
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much of the penetrating power of the Gospel in relation to questions of the social order.
The reduction of the Gospel to a message of private, individual salvation left African
Christians ill equipped for their social responsibiliies. We should leam from this
experience to enable us to proclaim the fullness of the Gospel message instead of a
muted one. (cf. Van der Walt, 1995.)

1.4.3 The full Gospel message
Fowler (1995:33-40) has the following valuable suggestions:
e The missing communal note

The individualistic interpretation of the Gospel commonly adopted by missionaries involved
a distorted conception of the human person. Scripture certainly affirms human individuality
and presents faith in personal terms addressed to humans individually. But personal
does not mean individualist. Individualism makes individuality central and definitive,
subordinating all social relations to individual interests. The identification of the Gospel
with the values of Westem individualism led to a negative assessment of African society

with its strong communal basis.

The conflict between Western individualism and African communalism, according to
Fowler (1995:34) is not a conflict between the Christian Gospel and pagan idolatry.
Viewed in Biblical terms, it is a conflict between two idolatries, each of which distorts the
human person and society. Western individualism is founded in the idolatry of the
autonomous human person. It results in the overestimation of the individual aspect of a
person and the underestimation of communal relations. African communalism is founded
in the idolatry of spiritual powers operating through traditional communal structures. The
result is a tendency towards a distorting submersion of individuality in an all-embracing
communal life. A view of the human person and society that does justice to the Gospel
needs to be purged of both these distortions.

* The confusion of Gospel and Western civilisation

The idea that transplanting Westem civilisation to Africa was good because it provided an
environment compatible with the Gospel, rested on two faulty assumptions.

The first was the faulty assumption that European civilisation was basically a Christian
civilisation. Undoubtedly Christian influence played a part, it left its mark on Western
civilisation. But after the 17" century Christianity played only a subordinate role in the
Western world, its influence steadily declining. The civilisation that was taken from Europe
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and North America to Africa in the 19" century was not without marks of the Christian faith,
but the central governing principle was in man and not in God, it was faith in an
autonomous humanity.

The second faulty assumption underlying the attempt to transplant European civilisation to
Africa is the belief that the European model of social order and way of life was equally well
suited to all peoples in all places and circumstances. However, a stable and prosperous
social environment can only develop from within a society in response to the particular
cultural and historical circumstances of that society. African Christians were encouraged
by the missionaries to accept uncritically the European and North American pattems of
social and political order. At the same time it discouraged the transformation of African
society from within that could have developed new social and political structures suited to
the changing African situation.

e A lack of spiritual discernment in social issues

It was a serious misconception of the missionaries that, in order to be faithful to the
Gospel, Africans were required the wholesale rejection of their traditional social structures
and practices, because these were pervaded by pagan beliefs.

The renunciation of a religious faith that is alien to the Gospel does not require the
wholesale rejection of everything that the followers of this faith say and do . By God's
grace, no human being loses all touch with the goodness of creation — just as none can

altogether escape the effects of human sin.

Determining what is in harmony with the Gospel can, therefore, never be a simple matter.
This is done, for example, by dividing human societies into Christian (which is good) and
pagan (which is bad). What is required is spiritual discernment. We have to discern the
good that, by God’s grace, is present in any society and the bad distortions of the good
that, by human rebellion, is present in all societies. Our task is to affirm the good and to
correct the distortions.

Instead of being encouraged to embrace the culture of the “Christian” West, African
Christians should rather have been encouraged to reform the traditional patterns of African
society according to the Gospel. Then the Christian community would have been much
more effective as salt and light in shaping the future of the continent.
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e The secularist seduction

According to Fowler (1995:37) the most disastrous weakness of all the proclamation of the
Gospel in Africa was the secularisation of public life and the parallll privatisation of
religious faith. This was a fundamental surrender to modern secularism. It confined the
power of the Gospel to a small part of our entire lives (the “spiritual”), while the greatest
part of everyday life was put out of reach of the reforming and renewing power of God’s
Word. “None of the arguments advanced in favour of a secularised pubic life and
privatised faith will stand up to scrutiny in the light of the Word of God. That so many
Christians have been persuaded to accept this dualism as natural, right and proper must
be one of the greatest success stories in the never ending campaign of the father of lies to

blunt the edge of the witness of the Gospel in this world” (Fowler, 1995:40).
1.5 The liberation of Africa
Modern cultural values which have been borrowed from the West can no longer promise

humanity a balanced and human lifestyle.

i

The inadequacy of these values is evident throughout Western societies. Their adoption,
without question, by Africans would be disastrous, especially when Africans can draw on
their own heritage to correct many of the inadequacies of current Western culture.

1.5.1 Recovering Africa’s riches

Fowler (1995:136ff) has selected a few features that he believes could enrich African
development if they were to be incorporated in a modemised African society:

e person, individuality and community

o the spirituality of human life

e trade and technology

e education

o welfare

Let us take a brief look at each one of these.
e Person, individuality and community

As we have already heard previously, whereas the West defines the human person as an
individual, the common African view, in contrast, defines the human person by
membership of a human community. The kind of collective action that the West calls
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“community” fails to fulfii the communal aspect of human personhood. In the West
individuality, which also belongs to our personhood, is highly developed, but communality

remains severely underdeveloped.

It would be tragic if Africa in the future were to lose touch with the communal experience in
its own heritage to embrace the distorting individualism of the West. At the same time it
should be acknowledged that communalism could also be distorting if it fails to adequately
develop individdality. We should draw on the strength of this heritage, while at the same

time reforming it.

Fowler (1995:139-141) mentions two examples. One is the political community of the
state. The recognition of the state as a political community would transform for good both
the way the people experience the state and the way the state itself functions. To see the
state as an organic body politic is to recognise that the well-being of the state and all its
citizens depends on the well-being of each and every citizen. Corrupt, unjust and
oppressive use of power against a single citizen is an injury to the whole body that affects
the well-being of every citizen. Such a view of the political community would encourage
greater grassroots involvement. It would also transform the idea of government by
emphasising its service and accountability to the community. It will furthermore counteract
the destructive conflicts between competing factions.

The second example mentioned by Fowler is the issue of human rights. Social relations
should be governed by social obligations rather than by individual rights. The human rights
movement is founded in Westem individualism. However, all the good that the idea of
human rights wants to achieve can also be achieved within a framework of social
obligations. Such an approach will also avoid two of the side-effects of the individual rights
approach.

In the first place the individual rights idea depends heavily on legal sanctions, while a
communally based social obligations approach, in contrast, depends more on social
sanctions, that is communal approval or disapproval of certain kinds of conduct. This last
approach is much more effective and less divisive.

In the second place, the individual rights approach causes a very self-centered attitude to
social relations that does not enhance love for the neighbour. A social obligations
framework shifts the focus from what others owe to me to what | owe others. If | have
social authority and power, | have the obligation to use that power not to enrich myself, but
to use it in the interest of the weak and poor.
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(The issue of African communalism versus Western individualism will be discussed in
detail in chapter 5, while the human rights issue will be dealt with in chapter 12.)

o The pervasive spirituality of human life

In traditional Africa religion and spirituality were not confined to one sphere or part of life.
It pervaded the whole of life. This contrasts strongly with modemn secularism in which
religion is assigned a very small area, the so-called “sacred” component of life. The rest of
life is regarded as non-spiritual and neutral.

According to Scripture, spirituality does not refer to a certain quality of human experience
that can be confined to the prayer room or the church. It refers to the human relationship
to the spiritual world. This relationship is at the heart of human life. It is either a
relationship of service to God, or it is one of service to the spiritual powers of this world.

Therefore, to live spiritual lives is not to cut ourselves off from the everyday affairs of this
world. To live spiritual lives is to live a life that is led by the Spirit of Christ. It is a life that
recognises the pervasive spirituality of life in all human affairs.

African Christians can and should recover from their own heritage the recognition of the
pervasive spirituality of life, reformed in the light of the Gospel.

e Trade and technology

The West regarded African trade and technology as primitive and inferior. Africa’s
development, therefore, depended on replacing whatever already existed with superior
Western models.

Africa did not have the technology and trading systems of a modern industrialised society.
Nevertheless, it did have many effective technologies, like metal melting and metal
working, tanning and leatherwork, textile manufacturing, pottery, basket work, woodwork,
building construction, the manufacture of musical instruments, thriving agricultural and
pastoral industries and many more. These productive activities led to a complex network
of commercial trade over wide areas.

The traditional technologies were adapted to the African situation and yet open to
innovation. And the network of trade made responsible use of finite resources and served
human needs rather than market growth.

The colonial policy led to the suppression and finally displacement of African technologies
in manufacturing and in agriculture in favour of European alternatives. Like wise the
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traditional commercial network was disrupted in favour of a commercial network operated
by European and Asian traders.

For the future development of Africa the mere borrowing or transfer of Western
technologies and commercial strategies is unlikely to be the best way to develop Africa.
Technologies and commercial systems developed by Africans for Africa are more likely to
further African development than Western imports. This does not imply that Africa should
ignore the technical and commercial development of the West. It can definitely learn from
modern technology but has to do so carefully and not simply accepting it as better than
indigenous African technologies and know-how.

e Education

The Europeans were sure that, when they came to Africa, they had encountered primitive
people wholly lacking education. Systematic education, therefore, was essential to
advance these “pn‘mitive savages” to civilised humanity.

Western education will, however, not help Africa’s development if this is at the cost or the
neglect of the riches of Africa’s own educational tradition. An education that will serve
today's Africa well will be one that draws on both the Westem and African educational
traditions.

Fowler (1995:146-147) mentions three characteristics of the traditional educational
systems of Africa that should not be neglected in future.

In the first place, it can provide a much broader perspective on values. It should not only
teach survival values, like in Western education, but trans-survival values, that is moral,
social and spiritual values, as was done in traditional African education.

In the second place, in traditional Africa, one of the central goals of education was learning
how to live as an effective member of the community, fulfiling social obligations and
developing personal relations that promote a healthy communal life. This stands in sharp
contrast to Westem education, which, as a result of the individualistic view of the person,
emphasises individual development and achievement in a competitive process that
encourages students to do better than others.

In the third place, there was an emphasis in traditional African education on learning by
involvement in the practical affairs of daily life. Education did not mean withdrawal form
daily affairs to learn in the segregated environment of a classroom, as in the Western
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model. This African tradition could be combined with features of the educational heritage
of the West.

o Welfare

In traditional Africa welfare was not the responsibility of an impersonal bureaucratic
organisation, but was a personal responsibility fulfilled in a context of intensely personal
relations. Today the disabled, unemployed, poor, aged, orphans, physically and
intellectually handicapped are dependent on state welfare. The state can, however, do no
more than provide for biological survival (food, shelter, clothing and medical care). It
cannot provide the social, moral and spiritual support that is essential to full human well-
being. To provide this it is imperative that the grassroots communal life of Africa’s heritage
be not only maintained but also carefully nurtured and strengthened. Self-centred Western
individualism should be avoided at all costs. Modernisation does not require the adoption

of individualistic secularism!
1.5.2 The liberation of Africa

The previous section on Africa’s riches already sounded a note of hope for the future. This
hope is strengthened in the last chapter of Fowler's excellent book.

It would be an extremely distorted view of modem African history to deny that any benefits
had come to Africa from Europe and America over the last century and more. One should
only think of modern technology, medicine and above all the Gospel of salvation in Christ.
However, all these benefits could have come to Africa without the oppressive impact of
colonialism and neo-colonialism. Those who see the present problems of African
countries as peculiarly African problems, due to factors indigenous to the continent and its
inhabitants, have a very superficial understanding of Africa, its peoples and history. The
inescapable conclusion is that, in varying degrees, the major problems facing African
nations today have their roots in more than a century of imperialist domination by foreign
Western powers.

However, the solution to these problems is in the hands of Africans, and no one else.
Outsiders can assist and support, but they should never displace Africa’s own initiatives.
Africa’s future agenda must be controlled and directed by Africans for Africa.

Fowler (1995:155ff) identifies five conditions that must be met if Africa is to experience an
authentic liberation in the 21% century. They are:

e overcoming the syndrome of dependence
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¢ rebuilding the African social order

e developing political structures that serve righteousness
o depoliticising ethnicity

e developing coh:erent social values.

Because of their importance some of these issues will be discussed again in following

chapters of this book.
e Overcoming the syndrome of dependence

One of the legacies of colonialism that stands in the way of Africa’s full liberation is the
dependency syndrome. It is clear in economic dependence, but its deepest roots lie in an

intellectual dependency syndrome.

It is not true that Africans are only copycats, that no independent African thought exists
(see chapter 8). However, there is still too much dependency on Western models in
African intellectual, social and economic development.

It would also be incorrect to require that there should be no interaction with the Western
world of ideas. However, it should be real interaction, a two-way traffic of ideas that
replaces the one-way traffic from the West to Africa.

Such intellectual independence would have beneficial results in many areas. It would
encourage entrepreneurial endeavours in African economies. In the area of technology, it
would not be eﬁough to think of transfer of Western technology to Africa. Technological
innovators are needed to counteract a one-way dependence.

The syndrome of dependency is probably nowhere more evident than in the Christian
church. Ways should be found to formulate and experience the Christian faith that is
distinctive of the African situation. The Gospel and God's Word are universal and
constant. However, our formulations and experience of faith in response to that Word are
human products shaped by historical circumstances. African Christians should respond
faithfully in a way that is appropriate to Africa’s situation. Only in this way could we expect
depth, impact and relevance. (See chapter 3 and 4.)

¢ Rebuilding African society

The effective liberation of Africa needs a strong social order that is independent of the
political order and able to act as check on the powers of the political order. What is
needed is a whole network or social organisations, like commercial, agricultural,
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professional, educational, welfare organisations, the media, the church and other
ecclesiastical organisations, etc. Such a network of social organisations, completely
independent of the state and political parties, can be an effective watchdog against
corruption and abuse of state power.

Christian churches, because of their closeness to grassroots life and their independence of
the state, are well placed to encourage and facilitate such development. It is important
that such a social order cannot be built by state planning, but must be developed from the
grassroots of African societies.

« Developing political structures for righteousness

Africa inherited from colonialism the political structures based on the arbitrary,
authoritarian exercise of power. Colonial administrators did not give account to the people
they govemed for the way they used their power. Independence put Africans instead of
Europeans in positions of power, but the basic political structure did not change in any
fundamental way.

At the end of the previous century Western advocates of multiparty democracy argued that
democracy would achieve the desired accountability. However, this has already proved to
be an illusion. A competitive democratic system only increases the competition for power.
It can only marginally check the tendency to the arbitrary exercise of power.

According to Fowler (1995:159) two basic requirements are needed that provide adequate
control and accountability in the exercise of state power.

The first condition is a clear recognition of the qualified and therefore limited nature of
state authority. Those in power cannot do as they like. They are authorised to act only in
accordance with the distinctive nature of the state which is focused on ensuring justice and
equity for all within its borders.

This should be accompanied by other mechanisms to ensure that those who hold power
remain within the agreed boundaries. As already said, a strong social order, independent
of the state, has an important role to play in this. A democratically accepted constitution is
another mechanism. A third is an independent judiciary with the authority to pass
judgement on the constitutionality of the acts of the legislative and executive powers, with
power to enforce its judgements.



The second requirement for a political structure that provides adequate control and
accountability in the exercise of state power, is the involvement of all the diverse interests

of society.

The conflictive, majoritarian model of democracy is promoted vigorously by the US, France
and Britain in Africa. For most African countries having a colonial legacy and a multiplicity
of politicised ethnic interests, this is not an appropriate model. It generates conflict, as the
stronger struggle for power and the weaker become more and more subject to the
domination of the more powerful.

Switzerland provides another model of a different kind of democracy based on consensual
decision-making and collaborative rule that may be much more suitable for adoption by
African countries. /According to this model all the parties — large and small — representing
a wide variety of interests, are represented in the national parliament. The Swiss
parliament does not have government and opposition parties (like the US and South
Africa). It has a rhultiplicity of parties collaborating in the process of government. This is
made possible bS/ a consensual process of decision-making based on give-and-take
negotiation between the various parties. Conflicts are resolved, not by the more powerful
overriding the weaker, but by negotiated agreement between the conflicting interests.

The Swiss society is made up of a wide ethnic, religious and social diversity. Yet it has
one of the world's most stable and conflict-free political systems. This is a direct
consequence of the collaborative, consensual model of democracy on which the system is
founded. The basic principles on which this model rests could serve African nations, with
their ethnic and religious diverse societies, far better than the conflictive, majoritarion
principles on which democratic government is usually based. (See also chapter 10 and
11.)

¢ Depoliticising ethnicity

One of the most difficult, yet most important, requirements for the liberation of Africa in this
century is to brieak the colonial link between ethnic identity and political interest (Fowler,
1995:161). Everybody's interest is not best served by organising political power along
ethnic lines. This only feeds the destructive force of nationalism. The exploitation of
ethnic loyalty for political ends sets neighbour against neighbour. Strong multi-ethnic
political coalitions should instead be built.
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¢ Developing coherent social values

The structural reforms mentioned above will not succeed if they are not based on coherent
social values. And these values cannot be developed by the leadership elite or by
conferences. They need to be developed from the grassroots of African society. The
leaders can only stimulate, encourage and coordinate such a grassroots initiative.

Traditional Africa has many strong values like family, individual and social responsibilities,
love for children, respect for life, mutual sharing, etc.

The Christian church would fail Africa unless it is in the forefront of leadership in
developing new social values. But African societies do not consist of Christians only. The
values that govern public life need to be values that enable these diverse groups to live
together in neighbourly love without any group using political power to impose its values
on others. (See also chapter 9.)

The role of Christian leadership

Because this book is to be used inter alia in a philosophy course at the Potchefstroom
University for Christian Higher Education, in conclusion, we make this last point about the
great responsibility of Christian leaders in Africa (cf. Fowler, 1995:152-155).

There is probably no group as strategically placed to take the lead in the liberation of
Africa as the leaders of the Christian churches. The wide network of churches, involving
people at the grassroots level, together with the non-political nature of the church, puts
these leaders in a unique strategic position to influence the future of our continent.

Currently, however, two positions tend to dominate the Christian attitude about social
involvement, especially in relation to political affairs. '

The first viewpoint is that the Gospel is concerned solely with the salvation of the
individual.  Biblical liberation is liberation from sin, with everything else following
automatically when this is achieved. This viewpoint is simply accepting the framework of
modern secularism that secularises public life and privatises religion.

Christ brings liberation to human life in its fullness, including the fullness of human
relationships — also political life. As has been said above, the spiritual liberation of the
Gospel does not mean its restriction to some spiritual dimension of life. In Scripture
spirituality is the central driving force (for or against God) in all of life. The spiritual person
is the person renewed by the Spirit, and guided and directed by the Spirit in all things.
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To maintain the integrity of the Gospel it is important to preserve both its focus and its
scope. |Its focus is the regeneration of the person by grace through faith. To keep the
focus clear requires a close relationship with God in Christ by the Spirit, nurtured in prayer
and reflection on God's Word. The scope of the Gospel, however, is as wide as human
life. However sharp we keep the focus, we will compromise the proclamation of the
Gospel if we|narrow its scope to anything less than all things created.

While the first viewpoint amongst Christians one-sidedly emphasises the focus of the
Gospel, the second viewpoint tends to emphasise its scope. It sees involvement in the
struggle for social justice as an integral part of the Christian’s calling. While this second
view takes a wider view of the scope of the Gospel, its sometimes loses sharpness in
focus.

The full proclamation and living of the Gospel requires both a sharp focus and a wide
scope.

What we badly need is an effective structural social critique founded in the Gospel, one
that does not rely on a secularist framework. Christian action in social and political life can
only be faithful to the Gospel if it includes a Biblical critique of the social and political
structures. Fowler's book is a good example of such a critique firmly grounded in the Word
of God and in this book the author wants to continue on the same line (see chapter 10 and
following).

Christian involvement in shaping socio-political life should, in conclusion, be servant
involvement. We need servant leaders. Our calling is to be, as our Master was, servant
to all. The righteousness of Christ's Kingdom only advances by the power of his Word and
Spirit, never by the power of the sword. (Chapter 2 will elaborate on the need for servant
leaders.)

“Challenging as the task is, | have no doubt that it is achievable. Indeed, as Christian | am
certain that it is God's will for Africa and that God is calling his people to go forward in faith
to give leadership at every point where action is needed for an effective liberation from the
oppression of the past” (Fowler, 1995:164).
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Chapter 2:
THE CONTEMPORARY CRISIS IN AFRICA

Its characteristics and causes

Most informed people today know that the African continent is in a crisis, a deep and
serious crisis. According to some this crisis has already passed the alarming stage and
reached a fatal stage.

The main emphasis in this chapter will, therefore, not be on describing the crisis again, but
rather on trying to find out what caused the crisis. Extensive use will be made of the book
of an African, professor G. Kinoti (1994), because of his excellent and balanced overview
of the whole situation.

2.1 Why many'people in Africa are not aware of the crisis or refuse to face it

Kinoti (1994:iii) mentions the following five reasons why we are so blind to the
wretchedness of African people:

* Because oppression, disease, hunger and poverty are so common, we tend to accept
them fatalistically as normal.

e Because the majority of Africans have no or only little education, they are unable to
recognise or analyse their plight.

e The few educated people are also struggling to survive economically themselves
and/or their pursuit of power and wealth leave no time to care about the poor.

e Many Christians and other religious people (like Muslems) use their faith wrongly as a
narcotic to evade the difficulties and suffering, instead of being motivated by their
religion to change the situation.

e Because of many so-called development projects by overseas governments and
organisations, a false sense of security developed amongst Africans themselves. But,
in spite of all these activities, conditions in Africa are degenerating and not improving.

To make us aware of the extent and seriousness of the crisis we are facing, a brief look at
the social, economic and political situation follows. It will not be possible to provide a
comprehensive overview of the situation in Africa. Turaki (1997:33-35) lists the most
burning problems of Africa under the following headings: (1) Social and cultural issues, (2)
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political issues, (3) economic issues, (4) judicial issues, (5) religious issues and (6) other

issues, like aids, epidemics, abuse etc.
|
2.2 The social situation :

To many writers on Africa poverty is the most pressing problem on the continent, at the
heart of the other depressing problems. Poverty has many manifestations and
consequences, like the following: g

e Suffering

The Human Suffering Index, created by the Population Crisis Committee compares living
conditions in 141 countries. The measures of human well-being are rated from O to 10,
with 0 as the best rating. They are (1) life expectancy, (2) daily calorie supply, (3) clean
drinking water, (4) infant immunisation (5) secondary school enrolment, (6) GNP per
capita, (7) rate of inflation, (8) communications technology, (9) political freedom and (10)
civil rights. Of the 27 countries with extreme human suffering, 20 are found in Africal

e Hunger

One out of every three Africans does not get enough to eat. As far back as 1990 170
million Africans already were victims to chronic hunger — an increase of 40 million in 10
years’ time! Millions of African children suffer from malnutrition which results in retarded
mental and physical development, disease and death (cf. also Achebe et al. 1990).

e Disease

Poverty also means disease and disease means pain, inability to work and finally death.
Many infectious diseases are prevalent in Africa because of the poor living conditions and
the fact that Africans are too poor to pay for the vaccines and drugs to cure them. The
poor state of health in Africa is clearly indicated by high infant mortality rates and low life
expectancy. In 1991 the average death of children under 5 years of age was 108 for every
1000 births. In some individual countries this figure was 160! In the rich Western countries
the average was only 8. Life expectancy in Africa is about 50 years, while it is 76 years in
North America and Europe.

¢ Lowincome

Poverty furthermore implies not having adequate income to meet basic needs like food,
clothes, shelter and education for one’s children. Lack of education imprisons people in
ignorance and makes it impossible to cope in the modemn world. In 1987 60% of rural
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Africans were already living below the poverty line. Africans are the poorest people on
earth.

o Dehumanisation

Because of their poverty, black people are treated with prejudice and this in turn causes an
inferiority complex amongst Africans, which is bad for self-esteem, material and intellectual
development. Thé result is that black people tend to copy the culture and lifestyle of the
West, especially A;merica’s materialistic and superficial Coca-Cola culture.

¢ Injustice

It is unjust for some to live in great luxury while others have to live in abject poverty. This
applies to the few rich African elite as well as the rich Northem (Western) countries.

2.3 The economic situation

In the first decade of independence many African countries experienced economic growth.
Then it started to stagnate and decline. Today Africa is not only not developing, it is not
even able to maintain the standards of living at independence round about the 1960’s. Itis
estimated that more than 400 million people in Africa are living below the poverty line
today. What could be the reasons for this state of affairs? Kinoti (1994) mentions the
following:

e A decline injproduction and a decline in the prices of African commodities on the world
market.

e The Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAP’s) introduced in the 1980's worsened the
economic crisis, hitting hardest the most vulnerable groups, namely the women,
children and old people.

e Dependence on food imports from overseas. Because Africans were forced (already
during colonialism) to grow crops for export, they neglected to produce basic foods for
themselves.

e The rapidly growing population (it doubles every 20 years in Africa compared with 40
years globally) puts an enormous burden on the continent. Muriithi (1996:121)
provides a whole list of consequences of this population explosion, like scarcity of food,
land scarcity, decline in soil fertility, lack of employment, poor education etc.
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Lack of investment from overseas, because of declining profits. Many factors play a
role in this regard: high transport costs, poor infrastructure, bureaucratic bottlenecks,

corruption etc.

Poorly developed production factors like land, labour and capital. The culprits are
African govemments who exercise too much control over the economy.

Bad governance by both civilian and military rulers have led to political instability and
wars, resulting in the collapse of the economies. Corruption, inefficiency, high costs for
business transactions and theft of public property are common all over Africa.

Socio-cultural factors also have a detrimental influence. They include: an inability to
manage property or to use modemn technology, a poor work ethic, a lack of incentives,
preference for imported goods, extended family responsibilities and more.

Dependence on Western economies is another important factor in the light of the
increasing globalisation of world markets. To a great degree African economies are
still colonial, based on unequal exchange: Africa supplies raw materials to the West
and buys manufactured goods and services from the West — at prices and on trade
terms dictated by the West. Because of Africa’s foreign debt there is now a net outflow
of resources from Africa to the West. While Africa requires a massive infusion of
foreign aid, it is increasingly unable to attract foreign investments because of many
factors: political instability, deteriorating infrastructure, corruption and low retuns on

investments.

Development theories developed and implemented by the West have failed in Africa.
The problem here is twofold: The hordes of foreign advisers and technical experts who
had little knowledge of the context, on the one hand, and incompetent and corrupt
Africans, on the other hand. A few of the development theories of the past 50 years
were: The industrialisation theory, import substitution theory, the export-oriented
strategy, basic needs development, poverty eradication and, at the moment,
sustainable development.

2.4 The political situation

It should be remembered that the different aspects (social, economic and political) cannot

be separated from each other. Museveni (1992:12) correctly states that the freedom,

democracy and economic well-being of the people are inextricably linked.

Politics after independence developed through the following three stages:
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e At independence most African countries accepted (Western) democratic systems of
government (multi-party parliamentary systems, universal adult suffrage, an
independent judiciary and all kinds of checks on the executive power).

« Within a few years democracy was, however, replaced by “African democracy” which
first meant one-party rule, then personal rule by the president (dictatorship) and finally
military rule when the demi-gods were overthrown. The result was political instability
and civil (ethnic) strife. Nearly every African country has had its share of autocratic

rule.

¢ In the late 1980’s and during the last decade of the previous century it became clear
that autocmtié rule was kiling Africa and the masses could no longer bear the
oppression and suffering. A struggle began for what was called the “second liberation”
of Africa. Multiparty elections were held in different African countries, but already in the
mid 90's it became clear that it was much easier to talk about democracy than to put it
into practice.’ The movement for democracy again dissipated. The Organisation for
African Unity (OAU) has not done anything to protect the people against dictatorships.
African leaders do not seem to have the commitment and discipline to change this very
unhealthy situation.

The political situation in Africa is bleak indeed, deeply worrying and should be
unacceptable to every African.

After this brief glimpse of the socio-economic-political situation as explained by Kinoti
(1994), it is time to look at the causes for Africa’s wretchedness. Knowing the causes is
important to decide on strategies for resolving the crisis.

2.5 Causes for the socio-economic-political state

The causes of Africa’s crisis are complex and many. They are so interlinked that it is often
impossible to c’istinguish between cause and effect. |s widespread poverty, for instance to
be regarded as a cause or as an effect?

It will be impossible to mention all the causes, but we can at least try to mention some key
factors. We will try to be as comprehensive as possible to avoid the piecemeal approach
in which only one or two issues are stressed.

To avoid the reaction that the criticism is that of “a white man who, after all, knows very
littie about Africa and the Africans”, this section will survey the reasons provided by black
Africans themselves for the backwardness of our continent.
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The following fifteen causes will be discussed:
e Bad government.

e The international economic system.

¢ African culture.

¢ Bad management.

¢ Lack of education.

¢ Decline of morality.

e Lack of appropriate science and technology.
e Population growth.

o Deteriorating environment.

* Incompetent leadership.

e Corruption.

e Tribalism.

¢ Religious intolerance.

« A wrong type of Christianity.

e The AIDS pandemic.

2.5.1 Government

Poor and autocratic political leadership has been a disaster for virtually every country in
black Africa. The most important single cause of Africa’s social and economic problems,
according to Kinoti (1994:36) is certainly bad government. It keeps poor countries poor
and turns a progressive nation into a retrogressive one. According to him independent
Africa has experienced more violence, violation of human rights, corruption, injustice and
oppression than did colonial Africa. How did African governments bring about such
misery? The following are mentioned by Kinoti (1994:371f):

e Sheer incompetence. Incompetence and gross inefficiency render African
governments virtually useless. Their civil services are paralysed by indiscipline,
favouritism, disregard for merit and experience, corruption and low salaries.
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Achebe (1984:19) makes the statement that it is difficult to find one important job held
by the most competent person. Leaders do not show an excessive desire to surround
themselves with talented people (1984:61). In this regard he uses the expression “cult
of mediocrity” and emphasises that denial of merit is a form of social injustice.

The misuse of public institutions and embezzlement of public funds is a second
reason. Kinoti (1994:38) does not hesitate to say that “In many African countries
government is quite plainly in the hands of crooks”, who siphon millions of dollars out of
their own countries every year. Funds that should go into essential services are lost for

the country’s development.

Bad governance has led to the extensive militarisation of Africa - at the expense of
health, housing, education and security. In many cases “defence” means placing and
maintaining illegitimate regimes in power with all the horrors accompanying them. For
Africa it means a loss of human lives and resources. The West only benefits because
she makes and sells the arms.

The West maintains a stranglehold on Africa and therefore has to take a large share
of the blame for the mess. This is done through its political and economic power,
diplomacy, indbctn'nation and bribery. The structures and agencies used for this
purpose are, for instance, multi-national corporations, the World Bank, the IMF and the
United Nations.

Also the chufches played and continue to play an important part in the misrule of
Africa. The church cannot be neutral with regard to politics. Even through silence and
inaction she can contribute to bad governance. But there are even sections of the
church that have actively supported and continue to support corrupt and oppressive
regimes. It is a sad fact that the churches, for instance, contributed to apartheid in
South Africa and to the genocide in Rwanda in 1994.

See chapter 10-13 for possible solutions to Africa’s political problems.

2.5.2 The international economic system.

The present intemational economic system perpetuates — in more subtle ways — the
exploitation of Africa which began with slavery (1520-1833) and colonialism (1880-1960).
Africa serves as the source of cheap agricultural and other raw materials and provide

markets for the manufactured goods of the West. The Western countries use a wide rage

of mechanismsi to maintain complete control over the intemational economic systems (cf.
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Kinoti, 1994:45). Even so-called Western “aid” to Africa ultimately benefits the rich
countries of the North and exploit and impoverish the poor South. (See chapter 18,
section 5 on globalisation.)

2.5.3 African culture

Traditional African culture contains many fine elements, like its strong community spirit,
family ties and generosity. There are, however, also aspects of African culture that hinder
progress. More and more Africans themselves are starting to realise these negative sides
of their culture. In my book on development (Van der Walt, 1999:;127-136) | have
mentioned seven Africans who draw our attention to different facets of traditional culture
not beneficial for development. These aspects include the following:

o Adisregard for time. Africans enjoy time, but often do not use it productively.

o A fatalistic attitude. Everything that happens is either the will of God, the work of evil
spirits or the curse of the ancestors. This provides an escape from personal
responsibility and action.

o Tolerance of evil. Africans tolerate oppression, torture, comruption, disease,
humiliation, etc. — things which they should not tolerate but rather fight.

o Weak management, planning and maintenance are other reason. (Cf. also Muriithi,
1996:86ff).

+ The lack of a work ethic. Generally most Africans seem to carry to work a carefree
attitude and a lack of commitment (Cf. also Adeyemo, 1997:39,40).

e Ancestor worship has different consequences that contribute towards development
retardation for instance, expensive and time-consuming feasts and funerals.

o Being directed towards the past or nostalgia, rather than anticipation of the future,
also hinders progress.

o Because of Africa’s communalistic orientation loyalty to the group, harmony,
solidarity and equality are regarded as more important than individual achievement and
progress.

o A belief that personal wealth should be shared with others. Especially extended
family responsibilities can place a heavy financial burden on one’s shPuIders.

o A hierarchical and paternalistic view of authority does not leave room for or
encourage those who are below or young to progress.
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e Consensus decision-making, regarded as essential in Africa, can be a time-

consuming practice.

e The idea amongst Africans that many children are a blessing leads to the population

explosion already mentioned.

e The subservient position of women (more than 50% of the population) is also to the

detriment of the development of Africa.

e The cult of mediocrity, complacency, lack of initiative and dependency. These
are issues mentioned by different authors. Museveni, (1992:113,114) criticises
Africans’ intellectual laziness or their “dependency syndrome” which has detrimental
consequences in every area of life. To simply imitate the West will bring Africa

" nowhere. It leads to the mentality that it is impossible for Africans to solve their
problems. ldeyemo (1997:40-42) also draws attention to the dependency syndrome
and complains that Africans only want to receive and not to give. They are consumers
rather than producers. Somebody has said: Africa consumes what it does not produce

(import) and produces what it does not consume (export).
See chapter 4 to 7 for a detailed discussion of African culture.
2.5.4 Management

Bad management is also part of African culture, a serious disease throughout Africa.
Because of its importance it is treated separately by both Kinoti (1994:48-50) and Muriithi
(1996:96ff).

Management is the skilful and efficient use of resources to provide the necessary goods
and services to the people. The sad fact is that institutions (businesses, hospitals,
schools, farms, development projects) efficiently managed by foreigners, usually
deteriorate when they are taken over by African managers. Africa lacks a culture of
efficient organisation, competence and productivity in all the sectors of society. To
improve this situation there should be a proper attitude to the use of time, the ability to do
long-term planning and an appreciation of excellence and integrity. Suggestions to
achieve this goal are:

o Africans must overcome personal, family, ethnic and denominational considerations in
order to place the very best people in leadership positions.

e Because Africa is very short of good managers, every effort should be made to train
them in managerial skills.
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e The massive brain drain should be prevented. The main causes of the brain drain are:
poor salaries, political interference, lack of “tools” for the job, lack of job security and
depressing social, political and economic conditions.

e Also the management style, in which the boss or a small clique monopolises decision-
making, should be changed. :

2.5.5 Education

Widespread illiteracy, low educational standards and inappropriate e&ucation contribute in
a very significant way to Africa’s problems. The quality of African education should be a
matter of grave concern. ~We should ask ourselves why the standards are declining.
Kinoti (1994:52-54) provides the following reasons:

¢ Unnecessary political interference. The state took over mission schools and other
church-related institutions because it wanted complete control. Education was
politicised and deteriorated.

e Because of economic reasons there is a severe shortage of the necessary
infrastructure (classrooms, teaching materials, libraries, laboratories, etc.) which
prevents good education.

« Inappropriate curricula promote rote learning which is of no advantage either for real
learning, creativity or character formation.

* The churches are no longer significant participants in the educational process. They
could create model centres of educational excellence to train men and women of
vision, education and character.

2.5.6 Morality

According to Kinoti (1994:55) moral failure is at the heart of the prevailing socio-economic
crisis in Africa. We are living in a growing moral vacuum. Africa’s moral capital has been
severely eroded by many forces like colonialism, urbanisation and Wes(em secularism.
Selfishness, corruption, dishonesty, embezzlement, laziness etc., etc. are widespread. |t
applies to both the rich and the poor.

The challenge is indeed awesome. We urgently need Biblical values in word and deed.
We need a Biblical worldview, providing us with norms or guidelines for every aspect of

life — spiritual, social, economic, political, cultural, intellectual and moral (see chapter 9.)
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2.5.7 Science and technology

Today science and technology are not luxuries to be enjoyed only by rich countries. They
are essential “tools” for the development of a poor continent like ours. According to Kinoti
(1994:56) there is perhaps no better indication of Africa’s backwardness than the
rudimentary statef: of its science and technology. Africans are completely dependent for
these basic means of material development. He illustrates this with the amounts of money
spent in Africa oh research and development compared to that of the West and also with
the numbers of sdentists and engineers in the two regions. The situation is worsened by
the fact that Western nations own and often jealously guard practically all of modern
science and technology. Africa must pay heavily to obtain it and simply does not have the

money to do so.

To improve this unhealthy situation, Kinoti (1994:59-61) recommends the following:
* Africans must recognise that they can become self-reliant.

e Africa should establish a few high quality research institutions.

e |t needs a few top quality universities.

e African governments must insist on Westemn technical assistance projects to help them
to become |self-reliant instead of perpetuating dependency, as is the case at the
moment.

e The churches should also do what they can, even if it is only encouraging and assisting
gifted Christian young people to take up natural science and engineering as careers.

2.5.8 Population

From 1960 till 1990 Africa’s population more than doubled from 210 million to 490 million.
This was the result of three factors: (1) improved child survival, (2) a high fertility rate and
(3) a decline in mortality because of better medical services.

Most Africans regard the growing population as a blessing, because to them a large family
is a source of joy and pride.

Some also argue that, compared to other parts of the world, Africa is still sparsely
populated.

The problem, however, is that the population is growing faster than the economy and the
production of food and basic resources to have a decent life. Hunger has increased
dramatically in many parts of Africa. In twelve years’ time food aid has increased by 294%
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- a clear indication of the magnitude of the problem. When discuésing the question of
population growth, Muriithi (1996:121) also draws attention to the fact that, apart from food
scarcity, there is also an increasing land scarcity and lack of employment.

Three things should be done about this rapid population explosion:

e The intellectual and physical development of Africa’s people — its most important asset
— must be given priority, especially the young people.

o Parents should be encouraged to have smaller families in order that they can educate,
feed and in other ways can take adequate care of their offspring.

e African countries will have to promote their own food production.

2.5.9 The environment

Africa is a vast continent compared with the rest of the world. Adeyemo (1997:23)
provides a map of Africa which includes the following countries: USA, India, Argentina,
Europe, China and New Zealand! Apart form its size, Africa is rich in natural resources,
mineral resources, energy and human resources. But at the same time large parts of the
continent are ecologically fragile and subject to periodic droughts. There is today a
general agreement that Africa is also faced with an environmental crisis.

Muriithi (1996:101ff) discusses drought and famine in detail, indicating that drought is not
only a natural disaster. Kinoti (1994:64) agrees that the environmental crisis is largely
man-made. Poverty, underdevelopment and environmental degradation form a vicious
circle (cf. also Timberlake, 1994).

A number of factors have contributed to this situation:

o Rampant exploitation by industrialised countries of the minerals, lands and forests of
Africa.

e The introduction of monoculture crop farming for markets in the West contributed to
environmental damage.

¢ Overpopulation also plays a role.

e Unjust land distribution, where a few wealthy and powerful Africans own the fertile land,
while the poor are deprived of ownership, become tenants and have no incentive to
care for the land.

* Neglecting traditional environmental conservation practices, like intercropping,
fallowing, terracing and the nomadic use of pastures.
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e The adoption of locally untested products like chemical fertilisers, new seed varieties

and pesticides.

For two reasons care of the environment is important: (1) it is God’s creation of which we
are the appointed trustees or stewards; (2) without a good natural environment economic
and social well-being will be impossible. (See chapter 16.)

2.5.10 Leadership

To substantiate that poor, incompetent and corrupt leadership is not an isolated problem
but a general phenomenon in Africa, | will refer to a number of authors. Many writers

emphasize the need for a totally new type of leadership in Africa.

e Kinoti (1994:31-32) says: “What we need is a different kind of leader, namely men and
women of integrity, ability and education who have genuine concern for and
commitment tb the well-being of their fellow citizens”.

e Museveni (1992:55) bemoans the “incredible incapacity of public servants, including
ministers, to 6arry out their duties”. “No effort is necessary and everything is timeless.
Simple routine things are not done” (1992:77). The govemment should not be the
master but the servant of the people (1992:22).

¢ Also Adeyemo (1993, 1997) emphasises the need for servant leaders.

e Throughout his book Achebe (1984) emphasises that Africans must take a hard and
unsentimental look at the crucial question of leadership and political power. He
believes (1984:1) that his country, Nigeria, could change today if she should discover
leaders who have the will, the ability and the vision. Usually leaders only have appetite
for power and self-interest. They are also corrupt and not disciplined examples for
others. This indiscipline of leaders are very dangerous, because (1) there is no one to
retrain them, (2) ordinary people follow their adoration of power and (3) their
indiscipline incite anger and rebellion.

What we need, is selfless leaders who serve. Ordinary people have to ask critical
questions to their leaders, like: Why do you seek political power? Why do you want to
rule? Why do you want my vote?

Good leadership, however, is rare. Kinoti (1994:31-32) gives the reasons why:

e The majority of Africans have little or no education. They are not in a position to
understand the real issues or to take informed decisions and are easily manipulated.
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e The widespread poverty makes comruption almost inevitable and the buying of votes

easy.
o Ethnic and religious differences further complicate the situation.

« We have to deal with the interference of powerful foreign forces that have much to lose
if Africa becomes a democratic and well-managed society.

Osei-Mensah (1990:8) also draws attention to the fact that the existing models of
leadership according to which people are trained are aggravating the poor situation. He
mentions, for example, the model of the successful marketing executive, skilled in
management, in getting programmes implemented and goals accomplished. However, the
model that we need — and which the Scriptures consistently recommend - is what we may
call the model of the servant-leader. The little booklet by Van Wijk (n.d.) provides
excellent guidelines for genuine Christian leadership.

2.5.11 Corruption

Museveni (1992:75, 92) does not hesitate to call corruption a cancer which, if not checked,
will hinder progress in all sectors of society. :

According to Achebe (1984:42) his country (Nigeria) is without any shadow of doubt one of
the most corrupt nations in the world. In spite of that not one high public officer in 23 years
of independence has been made to face the music of official corruption. His country is
corrupt because the system under which they live makes corruption easy and profitable. It
should be made difficult and inconvenient. He also draws attention to the fact that
corruption usually goes with power. We are reminded of the statement of Lord Acton:
“Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely”. Also tribalism (our next point)
breeds corruption.

Because this book contains a separate chapter on the issue of conu‘ption (chapter 15) and
how to prevent it, we will not go into the matter in detail now.

2.5.12 Tribalism

The word “tribe” refers to a group of people comprising numerous families or clans living
together for generations and claiming to have one ancestor. Such a tribe is characterised
by a strong in-group loyalty, affinity and obligations for their own preservation.

The word “tribalism” refers to the conception of a tribe as the central focus of everything
and the advancement of the tribal identity as the highest good. It also places the own tribe
above others (cf. Turaki, 1997:7).
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Tribalism existed already in pre-colonial Africa where all kinds of tribal myths explained the
origins, values, greatness, destiny and pride of the group. Under colonialism new theories,
such as the innate or biological inferiority or superiority of races and ethnic groups, were
introduced into Africa. The colonial ideas about the superiority of certain groups over
others consolidated the pre-colonial tribal myths and stereotypes.

Turaki's conclusion (1997:31) on why injustice increases in Africa is “that the inherited
unjust structures of inequality of the imperialist colonial era and/or the pre-colonial era
have been uncorrected by post-colonial programmes of nation-state building”. He provides
a long list of consequences of tribalism (1997:25-53):

e nepotism;

e injustice and inequality;

e unequal opportunities to certain groups in economic matters and in recruitment into the
civil service;

« denial of full participation or representation in government to certain groups;

e the neglect or failure to develop certain ethnic groups;

e the subordinatgon of one or more ethnic groups to the other’s rule and political control

e the institutionélisation of the dominance of one or more ethnic groups through the
development of their ruling families;

o the maintenance and defence of the privileged position of the ruling tribal group(s)
leading to

* political and social alienation, rivalry and antagonism.
In chapter 9 we will deal in detail with tribal ethics or morality and its consequences.
2.5.13 Religious intolerance

Of the many religions in Africa, the three main ones are Traditional African Religion,
Christianity and Islam. Traditional African Religion is a peaceful religion, accommodating
other religions. However, in many African countries where Muslims and Christians share
citizenship, the minority group often suffers oppression. In regions where the two beliefs
are more or less equally strong, like in Nigeria, violent clashes continuously occur with loss
of property anq human lives as a result. When tribalism and religious fanatism coincide
the situation gets worse.
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Many African countries have yet to leam that adherents of different religions should
tolerate each other and live peacefully together as citizens of the same state. Religious
freedom as a basic human right has to be accepted. The state and its government should
be religiously neutral and should not favour one religion and its adherents to the
disadvantage of others. The task of the state is not to promote a specific religion, but to
see to it that justice is done to every citizen. It is the task of the church and the mosque to
promote religion. (Chapter 14 will discuss this issue in detail.)

2.5.14 A wrong type of Christianity

Christianity is growing at an astounding rate in Africa. In 1900 there were only 8 million
Christians in Africa (10% of the population). By 1990 it has already increased to 275
million (57% of the population). It is estimated that at the moment we have approximately
400 million Christians on the continent (62% of the total population).

In spite of their numbers Christians, however, have little impact on the political, social and
economic situation on the continent. It is rare to find committed Christians amongst those
fighting for justice in these areas (Kinoti, 1994:9).

The main reason for this state of affairs according to Kinoti (1994:2,3) is that the
Christianity which Africa received from the West emphasised the spiritual aspect of life,
sometimes to the neglect or even exclusion of the intellectual, social and material aspects.
This is the reason for the widespread neglect of economic, political and social affairs by
African Christians. They failed to apply the whole Gospel to the whole of life. They read
the Word of God selectively, placing emphasis on (spiritual) salvation and neglecting those
sections of the Bible that speak of justice, peace and material well-being.

The dominant form of Christianity in Africa can be described in the following terms:

o Dualistic: A division between a sacred or private domain (faith, the church) and a
secular or public sphere (the rest of life) in which the Bible, faith and the church has no
influence.

There are two kinds of dualism that plague African Christians. To the right there is the
evangelical or pietistic version of dualism which calls for an inward Christianity that fails
to apply the Gospel to the whole of life. To the left we have the liberal or humanistic
form of dualism which calls for a political and social Christianity that lacks the personal
salvation and transformation through faith in Christ. The first seeks Christ without the
world and the second seeks the world without Christ (Bonhoeffer)! l



« Escapistic:’ An attempt to escape within the safe walls of one’s religion from the harsh
realities of “the world”. The current situation on the continent strengthens the appeal
this kind of world-flight Christianity exerts.

o Pietistic: Which views the Christian faith as individual piety, rejecting communal
involvement in the affairs of “the world”. A Christian president will, for example, read
his Bible and pray for God's guidance, but the way he performs his daily political duties
does not reveal anything of what God requires of political leadership.

In this regard Adeyemo (1997:64) correctly writes: “While it is a dream to expect any
system or structure to change without changing its individuals, it is equally unrealistic to
assume that changed individuals will automatically transform any system. Both must
be addressed in the proclamation of the Gospel’. And elsewhere (1997:89) he adds:
“For 2000 years, traditional Christianity has been preaching the repentance of sins, but
the consequences of sin were left untouched”.

o Ecclesiasticism: The viewpoint according to which Christianity is confined to reborn
individuals and the church. Social life (politics, economics, education etc.) has to be
brought into the confines of the church or “churchified” whenever one intends to serve
God in these areas of life. Christianity is narowly confined to the ecclesiastical sphere.
A broader vision of serving God’s kingdom outside the church in every area of life is
lacking.

To overcome these dualisms Christians should distinguish between the good and evil
aspects of creation and culture. We have to rediscover the Biblical doctrines of
creation, fall an‘d redemption: All is good by creation; all is misdirected by the fall into
sin; and all can be redirected by redemption in Christ. Then we will have discovered a
comprehensive worldview upon which can be built a holistic witness to the Gospel (cf
chapter 20). Then it will become clear to us that politics can be as holy as prayer if
done for God and not for idols. And that preaching can be as misdirected as
prostitution if done for self-glory instead of the glory of God.

Searching for this “third way”, the real Biblical way, is not an easy task. Yet in finding a
“third way” Christianity, lies the hope for African Christianity.

2.5.15 The AIDS pandemic

Of all the diseases, AIDS should be mentioned separately because of its dramatic impact
on the whole continent. The following are a few alarming statistics:
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« The global epicentre of AIDS is in sub-Saharan Africa. An estimated 34 million people
in this region are infected with HIV/AIDS. 2

* Because the poorer the people, the worse the pandemic, it is no surprise to find the
world’s 20 worst hit countries in Africa.

¢ In 2002 already 8% of adults in Sub-Saharan Africa were HIV-positive.

e About 2 million people per annum die of AIDS. Approximately 12 million have already
died of AIDS.

e There are at the moment about 10 million AIDS orphans in Africa.

The devastating impact of HIV/AIDS on the continent is clear from the following:

 Economically it effects the labour market, adds extra costs to health care, insurance,
more funerals, extra training to fill the vacancies, causes absenteeism at work,
etcetera.

o Educationally teachers/lecturers and students are a high risk group.
¢ Socially in some African cities 15% of the children are already orphaned.

It is interesting to read that the president of Uganda is not against the medical prevention
or treatment of AIDS, but that he puts the emphasis on sexual behaviour, having realised
that HIV-infection is mostly dependent on voluntary behaviour, unlike most of other
transmittable diseases. (Museveni, 1992:278). The time-tested cultural practices of
fidelity and the condemnation of premarital and extramarital sex should, according to him,
be revived (Museveni, 1992:273).

2.6 Possible solutions

The aim of this chapter is not to provide solutions to the very depressing situation in Africa.
In the rest of this book some of them will be tackled. | will now confine Inyself to a few of
the ideas presented by Kinoti (1994), because they at least provide a beginning.

2.6.1 Do not ignore the situation

Kinoti (1994:67) tells the story of an unkempt jungle dweller who one day found a mirror
while walking about in the forest. Out of curiosity he picked it up and he saw an ugly, dirty
and unshaven face. In disgust he smashed the mirror and walked away satisfied that he
had done away with the ugly face! We can either smash the mirror of the previous pages
— which will not improve our situation at all — or we can tackle reality itself.

56



2.6.2 Get a vision of a better Africa

A vision begins with indignation of what is and it grows into an earnest quest for what
ought to be.

According to Kinéti (1994) and Adeyemo (1997) Africa is not cursed, it cannot be God's
will that it is experiencing such a terrible crisis. God wills peace and prosperity also for the
African people. 'He has endowed the continent with adequate resources and he also
equipped the Africans with the moral and intellectual capacities for a prosperous society.
There is no reason to think that the black race must be inferior to other races. Differences
in culture do not imply inferiority or superiority.

Africans should furthermore remember that they are not the first people in history to
experience a severe social, economic and political crisis. Many examples of previous
crises in Europe could be mentioned. Immense as they are, Africa’s problems can be
solved.

The growing number of Christians in Africa can be the instruments for the transformation
that our continent desperately needs. Individual Christians, Christian groups and churches
have shown in the past that Christianity can play a vital role in the betterment of life.

2.6.3 Take chfrge of Africa

Globalisation today implies that the Westem world controls the whole world for its own
benefit. It especially applies to the economy where this domination enriches the West and
impoverishes Africa and other poor nations. African mismanagement of their economies
has played in the hands of the West who now dictates economic policies and supervises
their implementation. It is true also politically. The West's immense economic and
technological power gives her tremendous political power over Africa. The gross political
mismanagement by African leaders has given the US and Europe reasons for tightening
their grip.

The time has come for Africans to take charge of their own continent! (See chapter 19 on
the African Renaissance.)

Taking charge of their own lives is, however, not going to be easy for Africans because,
firstly, they lack confidence in themselves, are plagued by a dependency syndrome.
Secondly, there are those who will do their best to stop Africans thinking for themselves.
They include powerful foreign interests who will lose financially if the Africans take charge
of Africa. Others consider it unnecessary to do so since the West has already figured out
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the solutions for our problems in Africa. There is also the rich African elite who benefit
from the prevailing conditions. They will not benefit when ordinary people start thinking for
themselves.

2.6.4 Get organised

According to Kinoti (1994:77ff) a great weakness of the African people is that they are very
disorganised. If they are to overcome the present crisis they must simply get organised.
Africans are not by nature disorganised. Pre-colonial times provide many examples of
large, well-managed states (see chapter 1).

Governments in Africa must, in the first place, become governments of the people, by and
for the people. Secondly, governments must become transparent and answerable to the
citizens. And, thirdly, African govemments must become competent, efficient, just and

free from corruption.

In all this Christians can play a vital role. They should not simply watch from a distance
and pray that things will improve. Prayer has to go with action, Christians should be
involved in the political affairs of their countries — both as citizens and as a part of
government.

2.6.5 Follow the whole will of God

Why are Christians in Africa not the salt of the earth and the light of the world? Why does
Christianity not seem to make much difference in spite of its numbers?

Kinoti’s answer (1994:86ff) is that the type of Christianity we have in Africa is very much a
man-centred religion, tailored to meet human needs, particularly spiritual and emotional
needs. True Biblical Christianity, however, is God-centred. It emphasises that the will of
God should be obeyed in our entire life. The greatest challenge facing Christianity in
Africa today is how to teach and live by the whole Word of God. We need a holistic
Christianity, one that emphasises full-time service of God, no matter what our work or
profession is. Christianity is not only about evangelism!

Let me conclude with an important quotation from Kinoti (1994:90): “Like the church in
other parts of the world, the church in Africa is usually much better at preaching than at
being and doing what it preaches. There are glaring contradictions between what the
church says and what she actually does, between the high morality we Christians proclaim
and the lives we actually lead. We preach integrity but practice corruption. We preach fair
play but practice nepotism and tribalism. We proclaim that God created all people equal
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but treat some if they were more equal than others. We claim a new nature as a result of
the transforming work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts but we cannot be trusted with money
and sex”.

Africa has lost the previous century. But let us not succumb to Afro-pessimism. Africa can
be reborn, it can experience a real renaissance in the 21% century (see chapter 19 of this
book). The state president of South Africa, Mr. Thabo Mbeki, is fully aware of the
numerous problems we are facing on this continent. But, in spite of that, he dared to
declare at the enq of the previous century: “Africa’s time has come ... the new century
must be an African century” (Mbeki, 1998:204)!
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Chapter 3:
AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION

From the many religions on the African continent those with the greatest number of
adherents are Christianity, Islam and African Traditional Religion (abbreviated as ATR).
This chapter will not deal wit the first two, but only with the last. (For brief descriptions of
the history and influence of Islam in Africa, cf. Mbiti, 1970a: 242-254 and Parrinder,
1969:171-222.)

The exposition will be done under the following main headings: The African’s view of:
« visible and invisible reality, including the Supreme Being;

e being human and society;

« the world of the spiritual intermediaries;

¢ law, sin, judgement and salvation;

e death;

e suffering, sickness and healing;

e witchcraft. |

¢ In conclusion we reflect on the choice between African Traditional Religion and Biblical
religion.

" A Christian missionary should know that, to be effective, he/she should follow at least the
following steps: (1) understand the message of the Bible in the light of its religious-cultural
background; (2) understand the relevance of the Gospel message for his own culture, and
(3) transfer the message in such a way that it will also be understood by the people of the
third culture to whom he is bringing the Gospel. The missionary, therefore, is a wo/man
living simultaneously in three cultures! This simple fact illustrates how important it is to
know ATR. When a Christian, for instance, uses well-known Biblical concepts like “sin”,
“reconciliation” and “salvation” he/she should be aware of the fact that these words (if they
exist in the African context) have totally different meanings in ATR.

The main aim of the chapter will be to understand ATR and not to provide a detailed
critique from a‘BiincaI perspective. (For comprehensive, systematic treatments of ATR
from a Biblical perspective, see Gehmann, 1987, 1989, 2001; O’Donovan, 1996, 2000;
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Olowola, 1993, Turaki, 1999 and Van Rooy, 1978, 1990 and 1995). However, our
approach is from a Christian perspective.

Because it was written by an African Christian with first-hand experience of ATR and
based on extensive reading on the subject, our main guide will be L. Nyirongo’s book The
gods of Africa and the God of the Bible (1997).

We start with the question of how the traditional African viewed reality as a whole.
3.1 The traditional African view of reality

Different words can be used to describe ATR, like tribal, folk or primal religion. E.B. Taylor
(in his book Primitive culture, 1871) used the word “animism” to describe this kind of
religion. The term is derived from the Latin word anima which means “breath (of life)”,
“soul” or “spirit’. Steyne (1989) also prefers the word “animism”, because it so aptly
describes ATR, in which everything is interpenetrated by the spiritual and is under control
of spiritual powers and forces. | regard his book as one of the best sources to understand
ATR. The author indicates that animism is not only confined to Africa, but is encountered
in many other parts of the world. It is also one of the world’s oldest religions. Israel of the
Old Testament was already confronted with animism. The Old Testament, therefore, also
offers a penetrating critique of this kind of religion.

The Africans do not really distinguish between the spiritual and physical modes of
existence. They have a holistic or organic worldview. According to Turaki (1993:250)
“Nature, man and the spirit world constitute one fluid coherent unit’. However, to enable
us to understand their view of reality, we deal with the two “worlds” separately.

3.1.1 The spirit world

While for the modern West the material, physical world is important, the spiritual world is
pre-eminent in the minds of Africans. According to Turaki (1997:54) the spirit world
defines the African worldview and life. Pervasive, hidden, unexplainable, unpredictable
and powerful spirits govem and control everything and everyone and effect the well-being
of individuals, families, clans and tribes. The fear of these hidden and mysterious powers
can be frightening, consuming and devastating. For this reason they have to be placated,
manipulated and even used to one’s own advantage or someone else’s disadvantage.
Special people (intermediaries) often are needed to help one to do so. Even Christians
who have embraced Christianity or Islam will, in time of difficulties, problems and crises,
revert back to these beliefs in the powerful spirit world.
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Comparing the views of reality of African people in different parts of Africa, the general
conclusion is that the following “levels” in the spirit world can be distinguished:

(1) the Supreme Being or Creator at the top followed by

(2) chief divinities (non-human spirits), who are believed to control the natural

phenomena, like lightning, rain, storms.

(3) The ancestors (living dead), who are the closest intermediaries between the higher

spiritual forces and man, and

(4) at the bottom the spiritual forces embodied in charms and amulets.

The closer the lesser spirits are to the Supreme Being or God the Creator, the more potent
they are. They actually share in his divinity. They can also act in an autonomous way —
they are free to do as they please. These lesser deities are unpredictable, because they
not always seek the good of human beings but may act maliciously.

3.1.2 The material world

The material world also exists according to a hierarchy of the human community at the top,
then animals, plants and material things. The important point, however, is to understand
that the African never exists in a merely material or visible world. He combines the
spiritual and material in the way he interacts with his environment.

Nyirongo (1997:27, 28) provides the following examples:

e The dead and the living have the same level of existence. A dead person lives more or
less the same life as when he/she was alive and can therefore eat and drink and talk
with his relatives left behind and at the same time be invisible.

e A medicine man can catch the soul of a sick child and restore it to the body.
e A witchdoctor can become invisible to be able to bewitch a person.

e An iliness can have the form of a stone or a lizard and can be extracted by applying a
herb. ‘

e Men can change into animals and animals into men. A crocodile can, for instance,
leave the river, take off its skin, play a game with a football team and at dawn change
back into a crocodile again.

e Humans can talk with animals or things and offer sacrifices to them.
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¢ Ordinary incidents have the power to explain or foretell danger or misfortune. If an owl
cries on top of one’s roof at night, it means that a sick neighbour will die. If a puffadder
or duiker crosses somebody’s path, he must expect a funeral where he is going. A
witchdoctor can harm or kill someone from a great distance by sending a snake, an owl
or lightning or by striking a mask.

e Charms and amulets are visible, tangible things, a part of the African’s material world,
but they are charged with (spiritual) power.

e People in authority (like chiefs) and aged people are more powerful and therefore able
to protect or harm younger ones.

It is clear that what, in the West, we call the “spiritual” and the “material” are not separated
in ATR. The spiritual is always present in the material.

Spirit also implies power. The higher the spirits, the more powerful they are, the Creator
God being the most powerful.

Every moment and at all sides the human being is exposed to these (spiritual) powers.
They decide whether he/she will be fortunate or unfortunate. Therefore, the purpose of life
is to get as much power or vital force as one can. The more power one can amass, the
stronger one will be to protect oneself. It is therefore not surprising that in the whole
organic hierarchy the African considers himself (his community) as the focus point, the
centre of the universe. God and the rest of the spiritual world exist for the sake of the
human community. This is called an anthropocentric (man-centred) viewpoint.

3.1.3 Explained by way of a diagram
In a previous publication | have tried to explain the above by way of the following diagram:
< Supreme Being or Creator

More power God

«4—— Rest of spirit world

H it
Less power luman community

The triangle explains the following:

e The hierarchical structure of the African view of reality.
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That the higher one moves up in the hierarchy, the more power is available.

That, in spite of the fact that the Supreme Being is the highest and most powerful, the
actual focus point is at the broad bottom of the diagram, the human being, which is

never viewed apart from his/her community.

That for the human being to acquire more power from above, he/she needs a variety of
spiritual forces as intermediaries (the middle section of the triangle) between him/her
and the Supreme Being, because the Supreme Being is far away and usually not
approached directly.

3.1.4 The supreme being

Contrasting ATR'’s concept of the Supreme Being or Creator God with the God of the Bible

may be helpful, as a start, to understand something about the Supreme Being.

The Supreme Being is Creator, but not Sustainer of everything because, after creating
everything, he more or less withdrew from the world.

He is not worshipped but rather used.
He is seldom — only when other efforts have failed — approached in prayer.

He does not have a personal relationship with human beings and, therefore, they don’t
live in close relationship with him either.

He does not reveal himself as the God of the Bible reveals Himself in Creation, in
Scripture and in Christ.

He does not provide laws to guide man’s conduct. (Norms are given by the
community).

He does not regard man as a responsible being who is accountable to him.
He does not show love towards us.

Neither does he ask love from our side.

No relationshig of faithful trust exists between man and the Supreme Being.

Gratitude is absent from the relationship with the Supreme Being.

Let us now try to describe the nature of the Supreme Being.

What the diagram above does not explain is that in ATR no clear distinction is made

between different “entities” in the hierarchy of this organistic ontology or view of reality. On
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the one hand, as already indicated, the lower spirits can also be divine. On the other
hand, the Supreme Being can be a “thing”, an “it".

A few quotations from Setiloane (2000) will illustrate this viewpoint clearly. According to
him the vital force (seriti) permeates everything: “Seriti is a portion of, and of the same
quality as the immanent, all pervasive, omnipotent divinity — Modimo” (2000:28). The
human being is therefore “a tributary of the primary, all generating Vital Force ... of the
same essence as the great source of life” (2000:58). The same applies to the ancestors
(badimo): they participate in the divinity of Modimo and are charged with his divinity.
“Badimo are not Modimo and yet they are ‘of Modimo’ in the same way motho (the
human being) is ‘of Modimo’™ (2000:32).

According to Setiloane Modimo is not a person and also not transcendent in the ATR of
the Tswana people. The first missionaries (Moffat amongst the Botswana and Casalis
among the Basuto) read the Biblical idea of a transcendent God into the concept of
Modimo and the black people accepted it because of similar characteristics between the
Biblical God and Modimo: “They overemphasised the transcendent aspect and sought
and found in Africa a Supreme Being corresponding to their God, instead of the Immanent,
nevertheless Supreme Vital Force” (2000:54). According to Setiloane Modimo, however,
was never viewed as a person in ATR. He, therefore, does not speak of God as “he” but
as “it". “It (Modimo) was understood to be something intangible, invincible, a natural
phenomenon able to penetrate and percolate all things” (2000:41). EIsthere he writes:
“The Source of Being diffused and permeated all nature like mist and dew and gave life
and right to it, to all, replenishing the overpowered and frustrated even as IT lets the grass
grow after a savage winter's denudation. He takes on the cause of the widow, the orphan,
the insignificant ant and circumstances ITS own weapon” (2000:61). Note that he
describes the Supreme Being as “it” but once (was it a mistake?) also as “he”.

Setiloane has no objection (p. 42) to indicate the ATR's view of reality as “animism®,
meaning that everything is full of spirits or spiritual. He also accepts that ATR is
pantheistic. He uses the word panentheism (p. 42) which literally means “everything is in
God” — the consequence of the fact that God is in everything.

In the light of all this it is inconceivable how Setloane could say that Modimo and Yahwe
(the God of the Old Testament) is the same! As we will soon seé, there is a radical
difference between this kind of organistic pantheism and what the Bible teaches about

|

God and his relationship towards creation.
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According to such a view of reality as that of ATR one should expect the Supreme Being to
be close to the rest of reality. The enigma, however, is that he/it is regarded as remote, far
away from the human being. No personal relationship is possible with him and Africans
will only approach him in cases of very serious problems when all other efforts for help
from inferior divinities and the ancestors have failed. This Supreme Being also does not
require any responsibility towards himself from the human side. Not even in life hereafter
will he judge our actions. What makes it even more complicated is that sometimes the
Supreme Being is regarded as the source of both the good and the bad.

How can one explain this fact that the Supreme Being is simultaneously part of reality (a
kind of pantheism) as well as distant from reality (a form of deism)? At best it could be
explained by saying that in an ontological sense he is near to us (part of reality), but
stated in religious terms he is far away. There is no real, personal contact between him

and us.
From a Biblical perspective the following should be stated:

e According to the Bible God is radically different from everything He created. God is
not a creature and creatures are not divine. Exactly because of the difference
between Creator and creature they can also have a relationship.

e God did not remove Himself (in the religious sense) from us. It is we who broke the
relationship because of disobedience to his law.

e In spite of our sins, God is not a far-away God. He remains the Sustainer and
Governor of everything He has created.

e ltis also not true that we should not directly bother God with our daily problems. The
Bible teach&s a personal relationship with God and in prayer we may approach Him
for help.

e God also gave us his will, formulated in different laws, to guide our conduct. We are
responsible to live accordingly and will also be judged accordingly.

e God is not to be used but to be served and glorified. This is a totally different
relationship from that according to ATR where the Supreme Being is merely
approached to enhance one’s own power, where offerings are presented to get
something in return, where one gives in order to receive.
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e Finally, God is not the source of both good and evil. If this was the case, we would
have no other option but to accept fatalistically evil as our lot, without any motivation or
power to fight what is bad and wrong.

We have now explained the ATR’s view of the Supreme Being. (For more details on God
or the Supreme Being in Africa see Adeyemo, 1978; Gitari & Benson, 1986; Mbiti, 1970b,
Smith, 1966 and Van Rooy, 1995.) We move to an exposition of the second part of the
diagram: what it means to be human. This will be followed by a description of the third
part of the diagram: the spirit world as the intermediary between the human world and the
Supreme Being.

3.2 The traditional African view of humanity and of society

If, for the moment, we distinguish between man as an individual and man in society, we
can say the following about the nature of man as an individual according to Nyirongo
(1997):

3.2.1 The nature of the human being

According to the African view, the human being consists of two major parts: the immortal
soul or spirit, which goes to the land of the spirits after death, and the vlglble body which
rots in the grave. After death the deceased transforms into a spiritual existence which is
called the ancestral spirit or simply ancestor. If, however, the deceased did not live a
good life he/she can also become an ordinary or malevolent spirit. The way of existence in
spiritland is not different from the present existence. If one has been a farmer here, one
will continue to be one there. The ancestors are also capable of maintaining a spiritual
bond with their relatives and communicate with them, especially through dreams.

Apart from the two elements (body and soul/spirit) many tribes also add other components
to a person’s being, like the following:
 The shadow or double of the body which functions as an enabling force “behind” the

body. At death this shadow is transformed, together with the soul, into a spirit.

e The ghost is man’s visible manifestation after death but exists only for a short while. A
man usually ends up as a ghost if he did not receive a proper burial ceremony. This
explains the elaborate funeral rites.

« The destiny spirit is what a person inherits at birth. It decides whether he/she will be
good or bad, rich or poor, have many children or none, etc.
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The vital breath is believed to leave the body and animate a new being like a bird,

snake or other animal (a kind of reincarnation).
A name to the African does not simply indicate one’s identity on the pay-roll. It
influences the personality. Usually an individual is given a new name at each important

stage of his/her development, e.g. immediately after birth, at puberty and with the birth
of the first child.

3.2.2 Man’s identity in the community

Different factors determine the human being's identity in this case:

The tribe. The community — both the present and the past (ancestors) — gives the
individual his/her identity. This identity is gained step by step through various rites.
Especially the initiation ceremony truly incorporates the individual into the social group
of the family, clan and tribe. Without this transition, one remains a child, a “half’
person, an outsider or a nobody.

We call this viéw of being human and of society “communalism” or “communitarianism”.
It will be discussed together with all its implications in more detail in chapter 5.

Age. In tradiiional Africa the older people are regarded as more important than the
younger ones,; because they are closer to the ancestors and the rest of the spirit world.
They possess more power and wisdom while children is regarded as having no soul,
and when they die they become nothing. At meals the adults will eat the best portions
while the children have to wait for the remains. Children should also not challenge the
wisdom of the elders, but always respect them. Seniority is therefore used as a
criterion for an individual's worth and authority.

Seniority at birth. Related to the above is the fact that even in a family seniority has
priority. One is expected to camy the load and weapons of one’s elder brother. The
same applies to the elder brother of one’s father. One is also not permitted to marry
earlier than one’s elder brother. It would not only be a sign of disrespect, but it is
against the will of the community and would anger the ancestors.

Roles. In the social hierarchy father, mother, grandmother, chief and diviner each has
their proper‘ place. One's worth is judged according to the position one occupies. In
the family the grandparents occupy the highest status and the grandchildren the
lowest. In the tribe the chief has more personal worth than ordinary tribesmen. When
one becomes a chief one is no longer a mere human being, but a kind of divinity to be
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served and adored by one’s subjects. Therefore an ordinary tribesman are not allowed
as many possessions or wives as the chief. And the wrong done to a chief is
considered as much more serious than the wrong done to an infant.

Gender. In most African tribes to be a female is to be by nature inferior. Men consider
themselves to be superior to their wives and daughters are worth less than sons. Men
regard women fit only for sex and for bearing children. Singleness is also treated as a
misfortune and society usually exerts strong pressure to get married. As a result of all
this the souls of women and daughters may not qualify as ancestors, except in a few
tribes where inheritance falls on the female line. In practical life, however, women do

play an important role in the community.

Ritual status. African rites — especially those associated with puberty — upgrade one’s
worth as a person. To ignore these rites is to relegate oneself to an inferior status. In
many African tribes men can also qualify to become members of secret societies which
are closed to the majority of tribesmen. Their members live a mysterious life and know
all the secrets of the tribe. They are the closest to the ancestors and can therefore

reward or punish the ordinary tribesmen.

Material possessions. We should not simply judge the quality of the African
community by its willingness to share with others. All human beings have a tendency
to worship money and possessions. Given the opportunity, the 'African is as prone to
value material wealth as anyone else and status is determined accordingly.

From the above the communalistic or communitarian character of the African society is
clear: first the community then the individual. The community makes the individual,
because the worth and identity of the individual depends on where in the hierarchy the
tribe places him/her. Also his/her behaviour is governed by what the tribe believes is
right or wrong.

Nyirongo (1997:139) warns that it will be an illusion to say that we have to turn to
African communal life to recapture what true community is. He regards communalism
as a form of idolatry — the worship of the community. His reasons are the following:

The ancestors, not God, are the centre of the community. Everything in life must
be conducted according to the rites and the taboos prescribed by the ancestors. The
ancestors, and not God, guarantee the well-being of the community (family, clan and
tribe). God or the Supreme Being does exist, but He is not the Lord of life, He is only
there to be called upon in times of serious crises. .
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Emphasis on the community at the expense of the individual. Because the
individual has to wait for the group to make decisions, his initiative is submerged to the
community’s influence. When it comes to making important decisions, for example, the
individual has no will of his own — he has to submit to the collective will of the
community. Consequently his/her initiatives and innovativeness are inhibited. There is
also a tendency to evade personal responsibility by transferring it unto the group. (My
uncle’s riches are mine too, so why should | work hard?) Because the individual has to
fit into a social hierarchy, he cannot change his position unless the group qualifies him
for a higher category. In short, it is the approval of the group which counts — not one's
own judgement and self-determination.

If the individual person’s identity is not important and cultivated — reduced to a mere
shadow of the community — the well-being of the community is inhibited as well.

No real equality. “Equality” in ATR means equality in material blessings, communal
decision-making and unity or solidarity based on blood relationships. Those outside
the clan or tribe are not necessarily perceived as equals or brothers. In this kind of
tribalism outsiders may be discriminated against and even oppressed.

However, according to the Bible, all human beings are equal in the eyes of God. We
are not permitted to perceive those outside our own tribe or clan as subhuman or

enemies.

Totalitarianism. In the African tribe the chief and his indunas control all other social

- units. They are in charge of religion, economic affairs, judicial matters, etc. And since

the chief is believed to be divine, whatever he commands is final. This is also one of
the major reasons for dictatorships in contemporary Africa. However, no single societal
relationship o( person should control all the other institutions or try to run everything.
The principle of structural pluralism implies that each societal relationship has
autonomy in its own sphere.

In conclusion we could say that, contrary to what some African theologians and politicians

have argued, the African community is very much a hierarchical and status conscious

society. A tribesman/woman has to know where he/she fits in the whole maze of

relationships and how he/she ought to conduct him/herself in relation to his/her position.

Like the paramount chief, God is remote from man, not concerned about him and does not

demand personal accountability. The community is the law, it shapes the individual and
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determines his conduct. The word “communalism” or “communitarianism” is an apt
description of this absolutisation or idolisation of the community in ATR.

We have thus far described two facets of the triangle (see diagram above), viz ATR’s
conception of the Supreme Being as well as its conception of the comfnunity. We now
move to an exposition according to Nyirongo (1997) of the rest of the spirit world (the
Supreme Being excluded) which acts as intermediary between human beings and the
Supreme Being.

3.3 The world of spiritual intermediaries

The argument for the need of intermediaries is that the Supreme Being is so awesome that
the African feels unworthy to approach him directly. He must therefore present his needs
and worship through intermediaries. They pass them on to the Supreme Being, who in
turn sends his favours to the intermediaries. These intermediaries are, however, so
powerful that they can also act independently of the Supreme Being, Unlike the Supreme
Being, they can also disappoint man. Like the Greek and Roman gods of old they can be
jealous and revengeful.

Types of intermediaries

Some of the intermediaries belong to the spirit world proper, while others are part of the

visible world.

The first group includes the higher deities or semi-gods, ordinary spirits and the ancestors.
The second group is comprised of kings, chiefs, prophets, priests, medicine men,
witchdoctors, diviners and mediums. This last group is believed to be capable of tapping
the blessings from the spiritual realm, and passing them on to individuals, the family and
tribe.

In practice there is no one single spirit or person who plays the role of mediator. In a
single situation the African may pray and offer sacrifices to as many intermediaries as
he/she can to enhance the success of his/her request. In most cases, rowever, Africans
will direct themselves to their ancestors for help.

The ancestors

Not everyone has the privilege to become an ancestor. One has to live a long and good
life and at one’s death receive the necessary funeral rites — without such ceremonies the
spirit of the deceased becomes a harmful ghost.
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While in Christianity the role of the Mediator (Christ) is the atonement of sin, in ATR the
focus is not on God, his favour is not sought since he is far away. The focus is on man,
his social and material welfare. Health, protection, property, fertility and a long life are
requested from the ancestors. Apart from these, the ancestors also have the following
functions: (1) to make one’s medicines more powerful; (2) protection from the harm of
witchdoctors; (3) removal of all kinds of evils and calamities; (4) conquest in wars and (5)
revelation of all kinds of mysteries, e.g. indicating enemies who have caused one harm or
iliness.

Many African theologians try to blur the radical difference between what the Bible teaches
about Christ as the only Mediator between God and man and ATR’s belief in ancestors.
Christ is called our greatest Ancestor (cf. for instance the books by Nyamiti, 1984 and
Schreiter, 1989). They don't see a real difference between our belief in angels and their
belief in non-human spiritual intermediaries. Or between the belief of the Catholic Church
in saints and their belief in the ancestors. Nyirongo (1997:54-58), however, clearly
indicates the radical differences as well as the clear Biblical message that our ancestors
are dead so that we cannot expect any help from the deceased. The Bible teaches with
abundant clarity that Christ is the only Mediator. It also explicitly prohibits efforts to have
contact with the dead (cf. Deuteronomy 18:10-13).

Other intermediaries in the visible world.

Apart from people in high positions, like kings and chiefs, the African community also
knows people who are specialist intermediaries. Nyirongo (1997:171-172) mentions the
following types:

e Medicine men or herbalists, which may specialise in one disease or may be general
doctors.

« Diviners. They are experts at unveiling the spiritual causes of diseases. They may
use various techniques to trace the causes, e.g. throwing of bones and other objects or
simply talking to their patients. Some of them, especially the many commercial
nyangas, take advantage of their knowledge of the beliefs of the people to cheat them.

e Mediums. As intermediaries they stand between the patient and the spirit who knows
the cause of fthe problem. The cause could be an unhappy or angered ancestor, a
malevolent spirit, a witchdoctor or a living relative.
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e Disease and rain specialists. The disease specialists are concemned with specific
diseases, like mental iliness or heart disease. Others have the power to pray for rain or
to protect homesteads, fields and crops.

e Priests. They also mediate between people and the spirit world. They serve in the
shrines of family and clan ancestors but can also practice medicine. The distinction
between the different types of intermediaries are not always clear.

e Witches, wizards, sorcerers, magicians etc. They are the destructive
intermediaries. If an African is sick, he will consult one or more of the five previously
mentioned specialists. But if he wants to take revenge by causing harm, he is
expected to consult a witch, sorcerer or magician. They use either natural means, e.g.

herbs, or supernatural techniques, e.g. spells, to cause harm to the living.

In ATR man lives in constant fear of the caprice of the spirit-world. He has to try his best
to manipulate the good and bad spirits in his favour by way of offerings. The Bible also
teaches the reality of evil forces under the leadership of the devil. However, it also clearly
reveals that the power of the devil is not equal but subjected to God's power. It is
therefore not necessary out of fear to sacrifice to evil forces as in ATR.

3.4 View of law, sin, judgement and salvation

The above diagram distinguished between three levels in the ontological hierarchy of ATR:
(1) The supreme being, (2) the spirit world and (3) the community ¢f human beings.
Because every society lives according to certain laws, norms and values, the question
may be asked where in this diagram, explaining ATR, should we look for these elements.

3.4.1 View of law

The answer is obvious. While in the modern West the individual is the seat of authority,
according to ATR authority resides in the community. Not the individual is the law
(autonomy), but the community provides the norms (communomy).

Turaki (1997:54-66) describes some of these laws governing traditional African society:

e Law of destiny. “Every individual or group have their own destiny decreed for them
by the Creator ... It can not be changed. Destiny is meant to be accepted in gratitude.
It is one’s lot. Thus one’s place in human society has been determined and fixed”
(Turaki, 1997:55). Examples of the consequences of this law are that Africans too
easily accept bad circumstances as their fate, maintain the status quo and are not
critical enough about bad leadership. j
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Law of harmony. The greatest duty of human beings is to live in harmony with the
spirit, human and natural world. Distorting the balance can lead to disastrous
consequences. This law does not imply tolerance and equality, because it is limited by
the kingship or }adal boundary and does not apply to outsiders. This law does not
address the issue of what is right and wrong, just or unjust either.

Law of kinship. According to Turaki (1997:61) this law defines both the position of
the individual and the outsider: “The individual self does not exist in itself and has no
social life of itself nor determines its course of life on its own. The individual takes
his/her life and entire existence from its kinship foundations. He/she belongs to the
community of kinship and of common ancestry. He/she is owned by his/her
bloodgroup ... He/she does not exist for himself / herself, but for the bloodgroup and

its community”.

About outéiders Turaki explains: “The law of kinship defines usually in unequivocal
terms those who are ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Outsiders and strangers do not belong,
for this reason they are not entitled to (1) equal treatment; (2) ownership; (3) affinity,
loyalty and obligations; (4) community rights and protection; (5) they are not people,
they are outside of the commonwealth, they are strangers” (Turaki, 1997.61).

Law of the outside world. Turaki has the following to say about this law: “Anything
outside the kinship system is labelled ‘outside world’ ... In this sort of place, kinship or
tribal rules do not apply. In fact there are no set of rules to govem its operation or
control. In such a place ‘might is right’; ‘the end justifies the means’; ‘it is a war zone’
...." (Turaki, 1997:63).

Turaki also indicates the disastrous consequences of the application of this law in
modern Africa in social and political relations. The Scriptures teach something totally
different, viz universal love and righteousness and therefore abolish all kinds of
tribalism and racism which are the results of the application of this law.

Chapter 9 (about morality in Africa) will discuss the moral implications of these different
laws of ATR in detail.

3.4.2 View of sin

The elders and ancestors are the originators and custodians of the laws and customs of
the tribe. The whole community has the responsibility to see to it that these laws and

customs are applied.
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There are numerous legends explaining how human beings got estranged from the
Supreme Being as a result of which he decided to withdraw himself from them. But
although the African believes that sin originated from man’s first offence against the
Supreme Being, in daily life sin is not committed against him but against the community,
one’s family and tribe which include the ancestors. Fear of disapproval from one’s family /
tribe is more valid than fear of God’s wrath over sin. The shame one experiences in one’s

community is greater than the possible guilt experienced in relationship to God.

Nyirongo (1997:61 ff) describes the types of sin, the gravity, consequences and remedy for
sin in the following way:

Types

o The African people were aware of different laws mentioned in the Ten
Commandments describing one’s relationship towards fellow human beings, like “you
shall not commit adultery or steal, you shall honour your father and m?ther', etc.

e The breaking of taboos seems to be the most common offence found in the tribe.
Breaking a taboo disturbs the harmony in the community and the peace with the
ancestors. Hundreds of taboos exist of which Nyirongo mentions only a few examples,
for instance that a woman is not permitted to climb upon the roof or her hut or a man to
sleep on or step over the bed of his child.

¢ Ritual impurity is also a sin. This happens, for instance, when an infant cuts its upper
teeth first, when a beard grows on a women’s chin or a man grows breasts. Such
events make a person ritually unclean and a ceremony must be performed to prevent
certain disasters to befall him/her or the family.

The gravity of sin

The gravity of sin depends on who is offended and by whom the sin“is committed. The
more influential the person against whom the sin is committed the more serious the sin
(Mbiti, 1970a:208). This is so because the more important the person,:;the closer he/she is
to the ancestors. The same applies to seniority in age. To offend elders is more serious
than to offend a child, because children have less vital force. Conversely, if a person of
influence and status commits an offence against a poor man, it is not as serious as when
the poor man commits the same sin against the rich (Nyirongo, 1997:63). When Nyirongo
later on (p. 65-70) explains the Biblical view of sin, it becomes very clear that the gravity of
sin does not depend on by whom or against whom the sin is committed.
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The consequences of sin

Calamities to be expected when trespassing community laws, taboos or being ritually
impure are: growing thin, childlessness, madness, an accident, sickness, even sudden
death and other misfortunes.

Since sin is primarily against the community or tribe, it is the same community which
chastises and punishes the wrong-doer. Offences like adultery, theft and murder are dealt
» with at the chiefs court. In spite of that the ancestors may still send their own
punishments. Sin is primarily to loose one’s face in the community (shame) and not guilt
against God. Only in very rare cases is sin perceived as an offence against the Supreme
Being.

The remedy for sin

Restitution has to take place. If, for example, one has stolen something, it has to be
returned. Acceptance and reintegration into the community is also necessary. And finally
the ancestors have to be appeased by way of gifts or the sacrifice of an animal.

3.4.3 View of ]udgement, salvation and immortality

In Africa these three Biblical concepts are also interpreted according to the communalistic
worldview (cf. Nyirongo, 1997:71-73).

Judgement

When the African has violated the laws, taboos and morals of the tribe, he expects to be
punished in this life through calamities such as poverty, poor harvests, sickness and
death. Unless he repents to the community and offers sacrifices to the ancestors the
calamities will continue. Apart from the punishment in this life, there is no further
punishment in the hereafter, because the dead continue to live more or less the same life
they once led when they lived on earth (cf. Mbiti, 1970a:149). There is no last judgement,
hell or heaven or the resurrection of the dead.

According to Bujo (1990: 61,62) belief in the ancestors does not provide much hope for the
future and also no real encouragement for a virtuous life: “... the believer in ancestors is
no more assured of a better future, for if, after death, the rich are rich and the poor stay
poor, if beyond the tomb, tears and misery go on, then why waste so much effort in this
short life? And what of those ancestors who seem to enjoy holding their descendants in
fear and anguish all their lives, those who extract endless offerings under the pain of
becoming or remaining unhappy or discontented? Can those who revenge themselves on
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their loved ones and show nothing but crass self-interest, can they be the ultimate
foundation of human life beyond the grave? ... Why so much effort and pain, why such an
obsession to avoid wrongs and practice virtue, if, in the end, all turns into nothing? Or
what if there is no surprise beyond the world of the forefathers? If all ends with the tomb,
or certainly does not change after death, then treachery and loyalty, debauchery and
chastity, theft and integrity, fortune and justice, drunkenness and temperance, war and
peace are all the same. ‘Drink and eat for tomorrow we'll be dead!””

What is crucial is not what God thinks of you, but how the tribe judges you. To avoid being

rejected by the tribe — the worst kind of punishment one can ever face — one must strictly
observe all its laws, taboos and customs.

Salvation

One's identity is realised by incorporation into and participation with the community. This
is salvation according to traditional Africa and not a renewed relationship or eternal life
received from God (cf. Nyirongo, 1997:72 and Adeyemo, 1997).

According to Nyirongo the traditional African experiences “salvation” in the following ways:

e Through “rebirth” at the initiation ceremony, in other words when he/she is
incorporated into the tribe as a full human being. Those who have not been initiated
are jeered at, because they are considered “half people” or outcasts.

e By acquiring good health, wealth and plenty of children.

e By winning approval from your tribe, because to be despised and rejected by one’s
own people, is to be a nobody. Therefore one should be loyal to one’s community at
whatever cost.

e The individual also experiences salvation when he/she approaches old age,
because then one knows all the wisdom and secrets of the tribe and one is closer to
the ancestors.

 One may also receive salvation by the process of dying and living in the next life, i.e.
by becoming an ancestor. An ancestor has more power to bless and punish his
relatives and can also be “reborn” into the family he leaves behind. But he has to be
remembered by his relatives, otherwise he is as good as dead. This bring us to the
African’s idea of
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Immortality

As long as someone who dies is remembered by his relatives and tribe and keeps in touch
with those he left behind, he experiences immortality as an ancestor. But if he is forgotten
- which is inevitable after several generations — he becomes an ordinary spirit, a mere
thing in the spirit land.

Nyirongo’s conclusion is: *“(a) Judgement does not focus on man’s rebellion against God
but on his behaviour towards the community. For this reason, the yardstick for wrong
doing is not God’s law, but the community’s code of behaviour. (b) Salvation comes not as
a gift but is earned through one’s efforts and is perceived as social, physical and material
prosperity. There is no resurrection or etemal union with God. (c) Immortality is also
earned through one’s contact with the community” (Nyirongo, 1997:73).

3.5 View of death

Something more has to be said about traditional Africans’ view about death and life after
death. Nyirongo mentions the following:

3.5.1 View about death

e For the African there must always be evil intentions behind each death. It can be an
ordinary person, witchdoctor or evil spirit. A materialistic, scientific (medical)
explanation only would not be accepted.

e Death is regarded as a sad and unnatural event and great sorrow is expressed at

funerals.
o Africans dread death as demonstrated by the various attempts to delay or prevent it.

o Death is viewed as a separation between body en soul. The soul, the most important
part of man, leaves the body and lingers around until it is bid a proper farewell by way
of rituals, sacrifices and petitions. If the funeral rites are neglected, it is feared that the
soul (as a spirit) will hover around and plague its relatives with misfortunes. These
rites help the deceased in their transition into a spiritual existence. Death, therefore,
does not end life — it is continued in more or less the same way in the spirit world.

e Death also does not sever the bond between the living and the dead, and fellowship
between the two continues. The relatives — especially in a crisis and at life cycles
(birth, puberty, marriage and death) — bring offerings and in exchange they receive
wamings and blessings from their ancestors.
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e Therefore death is not only a time to mourn, but also the beginning of great blessings
from the one who will become more powerful as an ancestor. The burial of a deceased
is therefore accompanied by dancing, eating, drinking and other celebrations.

s Death also affects the whole community, because the departed. belongs to the
community. Everyone attends the funeral and not only the close relatives. To keep
away, even for good reasons, may invoke suspicions of witchcraft. If a husband died,
his widow has to suffer all kinds of restrictions — she may even be beaten and denied

food — as ways of expressing her sorrow.
3.5.2 The soul after death

As already said, the soul first roams around its homestead or neighbourhood till after the
funeral rites when it is believed to have joined the other ancestral spirits in spiritland.
There is no heaven, hell or resurrection of the body as the Bible teaches. The only
difference with the present state is that the individual, as an ancestor, gains more vital
force to control and manipulate the living. When an ancestor is finally no longer
remembered his/her status changes to that of an ordinary spirit, a mere shadow, a thing.

3.5.3 Fellowship with the dead

According to Nyirongo (1997:82-83) and many other writers on ATR there is no concrete
evidence of the existence of the ancestors, but people experience them as real through
the following: (1) prayers; (2) dreams; (3) misfortunes and blessings; (4) significant social
events, like childbirth, initiation, marriage, the installation of a chief etc.; (5) the
appearance of snakes and other animals; (6) images and shrines; (7) prophets who claim
that they have risen from the dead where they were in contact with the ancestors and (8)
mediums whom the ancestors possess in order to pass on their messages to families.

However, according the Nyirongo (1997:84 ff) the Bible teaches the impossibility to
commune with the dead. It is demons who masquerade as ancestors. This is the reason
why God forbids the cult of the dead (Deut. 18:11). Anything - real or imaginary — that
comes between us and God is an idol, and behind each idol is a demon.

3.6 View of suffering, sickness and healing

According to Nyirongo this is an important aspect of ATR to be dealt with. First something
about suffering.

80



3.6.1 Suffering

When the first man or couple sinned, God withdrew from them into the sky, leaving them to

suffer the consequences of their fall. Man can no longer approach God directly. He has to

earn his “salvation” in different ways, such as protecting himself with powerful medicines

and charms; striving for acceptance by his own people; bearing many children and finally

qualifying as an ancestor when he dies.

Daily causes and effects of suffering

In his day to day life, however, suffering has nothing to do with the African’s relationship

with God but with fellow human beings and the spirit world.

L]

Fellow human beings include: (1) ordinary people who can utter curses; (2) people
who act as passive vehicles of dangerous mystical powers; (3) specialists who practice
anti-social, secret magic (witches and witchdoctors) and who wield revenge for their
clients.

Ancestral spirits can be both agents of good and agents of suffering. They do not
send suffering just to chastise their relatives, but can also cause malicious harm. The
only safe attitude, therefore, is to constantly offer them sacrifices and libations.

Nature spirits and other non-human spirits may, when angry, withdraw rain and
send locusts or diseases. Then they have to be appeased with sacrifices and rituals.

Lesser gods are responsible for individual calamities. Some tribes believe in a
predestination or fate spirit which is responsible either for regular blessings or
perpetual troubles in an individual's life.

When the source of suffering continues or can not be unravelled, it will be attributed to
the hand of the Supreme Being.

Responses and solutions to suffering

Two types of reactions are distinguished by Nyirongo (1997:159-161): protective,

preventive measures and counter-measures.

Protective aqd preventive measures

Protective measures are those involving the use of various types of charms and

medicines.

Preventive measures include both avoidance and observance.
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Avoidance includes avoiding the transgressing of various taboos, like contact with people
in a state of impurity, abstinence from certain foods or from killing certain animals.

Observance includes the careful management of good and bad omens. For instance, if a
certain bird sings to one’s left it is a bad omen, while its singing on the right hand side of
the road is a good omen. Omens foretell events or their outcome before they have
happened, while oracles are consulted to find out the causes of events that have already
happened. ’

Dreams also bring bad or good omens. Not ordinary dreams, because they are not taken
seriously, but strange dreams that occur frequently cause alarm. If, for example, a person
frequently dreams of his/her dead father it will be an indication that his/her ancestor is
unhappy. The inspection of animals’ entrails is another method of forecasting the future.

¢ Counter-measures

The difference between protective and counter-measures is that the first is to deter
suffering before it occurs and is experienced, while the purpose of the latter is to fight or
neutralise the magic before it causes harm. To achieve this, one should consult a diviner
to detect what or who is causing the suffering or threatens to do so and to launch one’s
counter-attack.

As in previous cases Nyirongo (1997:161-168) again contrasts the traditional African view
about suffering with the Biblical view. We will not go into the detail but simply note that
whereas the African’s view of suffering is community-centred, the Biblical view is God-

centred.
3.6.2 Sickness

Westerners and traditional Africans have different views about sickness and healing. The
West will look for the physical reasons, like the bacteria or the malfunctioning of an organ
of the body. To the African these are not the real causes of illness, one has to determine
the spiritual causes. These may be the following: angered ancestors, an evil spell cast by
one's enemy, or a broken tribal custom or taboo.

Both Western and African views of healing are based on different worldviews, resulting in
different views about sickness. Therefore, Western medical science is not something
which can be taken out of its cultural context and simply be introduced as a better
alternative to the traditional African methods of healing. Why should African’s for example,
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build toilets to prevent infection by intestinal parasites when it is believed that these worms
are sent by a discontented ancestor?

Apart from the fact ‘that sickness indicates a spiritual encounter, it is also communal in
nature. In the West a sick person is isolated in a hospital and treated kilometres away
from his family, surrounded by unknown doctors and nurses. In Africa illness is a family
affair. Not only is the disease itself usually believed to be caused by one of the family
members, but during the treatment close relatives must be involved to give support and
assurance to the patient. Even the medicine man/woman is usually someone the patient's
family recognises as a relative.

Causes of sickness

Nyirongo (1 997::170) lists the following causes:

 Malevolent relatives still alive are usually blamed. It is rare to blame a stranger.
¢ Ancestors who may have been offended.

« Disobedience to taboos and customs of the clan or tribe can also be a cause for
sickness.

¢ Misfortune caused by a guardian spirit or destiny soul may also be perceived as
the cause of ill-health. In this case the victim simply has to accept it as a fate.

o Possession by spirits is another reason. Possession by a bad spirit may drive the
patient mad and is treated by exorcism. “Sociable” possession affects mainly women
and is characterised by frequent headaches and bodily pain, speaking in strange

tongues, the ability to spot curative herbs etc. Finally such a patient is recognised as
an nyanga by the community.

3.6.3 Healing
Types of medical specialists

Under point 3.1 above we have already mentioned the different intermediaries which can
effect healing from sickness.

Categories of healing

There are no clear-cut demarcations, but healings may be graded according to the extent
of mystery surrounding the practice:
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o Straightforward herbal treatment. In this case there is no mystery or occult practices

involved — no spell, divination or enchantment.

o Treatment accompanied by mystical powers. In this case the treatment is
presumed to be beyond ordinary human understanding. The diviner-doctor is assisted
by a medium in discovering the cause of the sickness and in identifying the right cure.
He may also rely on prayers, sacrifices and libations to appease the ancestors or other
spirits.

« Treatment which is completely mystical. In this case medicine is not used at all, but
words, spells, enchantments, statues or specific rituals are used to effect the healing.

This exposition of the African view of sickness and healing is followed by Nyirongo's
(1997:173-180) explanation of the Biblical view of sickness and healing. The interested
reader should consult this important section.

3.7 View of witchcraft

This is the last important aspect of ATR to be investigated in this chapter. Because there
is still much uncertainty and confusion on this issue, | have listed in the bibliography at the
end of the chapter a number of books dealing specifically with this topic (cf. Boakye-
Sarpong & Osei-Hwedie, 1989; Bihrmann, 1984; Gelfand, 1985; Hove, 1985; Makinde,
1988; Kavale, 1993; Lagerwerf, 1987; Mbambo, 1994; Moreau, 1990; Muthengi, 1993;
Nyirongo, 1999 and Thorpe, 1993).

The African has an ambiguous view of witchcraft. Because of his holistic, organistic
worldview he does not clearly distinguish between demonic influence and the power of the
Supreme Being. Although evil is attributed to evil spirits, witchcraft is at the same time a
gift from the Supreme Being.

3.7.1 Distinctions

Neither is it possible to draw rigid distinctions between witchcraft, sorcery, divination and
magic. All of them could be combined in one practitioner. Nyirongo (1997:183)
distinguishes them as follows: :

o Witchcraft is mystical even though witches also use medicine when the need arises.
e The power of a sorcerer is embodied in the medicine he uses.

o Divination is the ability to discover or explain mysterious causes of illness, death and
other misfortunes which cannot be unravelled by the ordinary observer.



e Magic is the art of using spells to invoke supernatural powers to influence people or

events.
3.7.2 How witchcraft is acquired
It can be acquired in various ways:

e A person can be born with such powers, the signs of which may be visible already at
childhood.

* Witchcraft can also be inherited from living or deceased parents (ancestors).

e |t can be bought from a dealer, namely a sorcerer who practices it as a commercial
undertaking.

e |t can be obtained directly from a god as a reward for faithful devotion. Such

witchcraft is considered to be very powerful.
3.7.3 How witches operate

They are usually a well-organised group, meeting in secret places and planning their
missions carefully. Secrecy is maintained by taking strict oaths not to reveal their secrets
to anyone.

Amongst the techniques employed to kill their victims are the following:
e Casting spells which can kill from a distance.
e Direct use of poisonous substances in food or injected into the victim's body.

e Witches are believed to collect their victim’'s body parts (hair, nail cuts) or articles worn
by the victim and then apply magic to them to harm or kill the victim.

3.7.4 Sources of witches’ power

A witch’s power does not always reside in herself but in the following (Nyirongo, 1997:186-
187):
e Cultic objects, like a calabash, hom (both of which may contain curious substances),

talisman, beads, rings, small pieces of cloth, a mask, statue etc.

e Totems which may include certain animals, birds, snakes, bees and fireflies. A witch
can also transform herself into a totem animal, bird or snake by applying certain herbs
to her cultic objects.
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e Observance of certain rules or rituals. Such a code of conduct may be initiation into
the witches’ group, taking oaths, carrying out purification rites, attending meetings
regularly and offering frequent human blood sacrifices to rejuvenate her powers.

e The ultimate source of their power witches believe is the Supreme Being. This belief
is not surprising in the light of the African’s ambiguous view about witchcraft mentioned
already. Witchcraft is not necessarily anti-social, but can also be used for good! Both
blessings and misfortunes can come from the same source. Wher' one is sick, one
must not only look for a cure, but also acquire powerful medicine to' harm the person
who is seeking one’s life. This is also the reason why a witch does not necessarily
have to exhibit a lonely, anti-social or wicked disposition. She/he can be a progressive

businessman, a respected chief or a university professor!
3.7.5 The Bible and witchcraft

As was the case with previous sections, Nyirongo (1997:188-194) discusses in detail the
Biblical perspective on witchcraft. This is another case where it is not permitted to call
upon the God of the Bible for protection and at the same time not part company with
witchdoctors, sorcerers, diviners and magicians. One has to make a definite choice. The
reason is that witchcraft power is real because the devil is real. It is wrong to believe that
witchcraft does not exist, that it is just some sick peoples’ imagination or fear of the
unknown.

'

3.8 The choice between African Traditional Religion and biblical religion

As stated right at the beginning, the primary aim of this chapter waé not to discuss the
encounter between ATR and Christianity or the Bible, but to provide as objective an
exposition as possible of ATR. Many books have been written each: propagating its own
way in which the Christian faith and ATR should interact or should not interact. (See in the
Bibliography for instance, Bediako, 1992; Boulaga, 1984; Daneel, 1987; Ela, 1990;
Healey, 1981; Ngewa, 1998; Parratt, 1995 and Walliggo, 1986.) | will only mention one
popular position in which ATR serves as the foundation for the Gospel and Nyirongo’s
(1997) reaction to it.

Nyirongo (1997:1ff) mentions different African theologians who believe that ATR should be
regarded as the beginning, inspiration or foundation for faith in the Gospel. The beliefs of
traditional Africans are regarded as a stepping stone or “scaffold” to the Christian faith. In
other words, their beliefs are right, good and beautiful and they only need to be fulfilled or
completed by Biblical truths. As God prepared the Jews with the Old Testament for the
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coming of Christ, he has prepared the Africans for the same event through ATR. Nyirongo
regards this approach as wrong, as blind sympathy with the African past.

Those theologians (cf. Idowu, 1973 and Mbiti, 1970a and 1970b), who claim that the
African worshipped the true God before he came into contact with the Gospel, base their
“evidence” on the following: (1) the African’s belief in the existence of a god or Supreme
Being as the Aimighty and Creator of all things; (2) the fact that the African acknowledged
the same attributes to his god as those mentioned in the Bible, like eternity, omnipresence,
providence etc. which set god above the rest of reality, and (3) the African’s dependence
on this god. Conclusions about the African’s alleged “true knowledge” of God are based
on such “evidences” and not on what God himself has decreed as the right way to seek, to

know and to worship Him.

“To say that we can know and worship God on our own terms or merely on the basis of our
own perceptions of God's power, character and his dealings with us, is to delude ourselves

Even prayers to God can not necessarily be the proof. There are many cults which
also claim to pray to God, but as far as God is concerned they do not know Him; what they
pray to are gods of their own making” (Nyirongo, 1997:11).

According to Nyirongo we should not, as the above-mentioned theologians do, first
sympathise with ATR and then go to the Bible to validate them. We first have to listen to
what God says in his Word and evaluate ATR in the light of the Bible.

That God revealed Himself to the pre-Christian African cannot be denied. He continues to
do so today. The problem is not that God did not speak clearly to the African in the past
through His creaﬁonal revelation. The problem is what the African did with this so-called
general revelation. He was left with no doubt that God exists, what his character is and
that He had creatéd him and cared for his needs. But instead of worshipping the true God,
the African suppressed his revelation and exchanged the true God for his own idols
(Romans 1: 18-21). When man persistently suppresses God’s revelation he becomes
spiritually blind and deludes himself into believing that he still trusts and worships the real
God. The African’s “god” is not the God of the Bible. His gods are non-human spirits and
ancestors which he uses for his own convenience.

Nyirongo’s (1997:23) emphatic conclusion is:  “Though the pre-Christian African
acknowledged God's existence in nature and could call upon Him for help in times of
distress, he did not seek and trust Him as Lord and Saviour of his life. Instead he devoted
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his attention to non-human spirits and ancestors ... Itis of no use to the African to put his
confidence in the past ... He needs a new beginning, a new life”.

Later on in his book he makes the statement that ATR is nothing but idolatry (p. 37).
Idolatry is to absolutise something in creation to the status of a god and those who worship
idols, worship demons (1 Cor . 10:18-22).

Nyirongo (1997:47,48) distinguishes between three types of idolatry in ATR:

o Worship of carved images representing non-human gods and ancestral spirits.
o Worship of animals, persons, spirits and lifeless natural phenomena.

* Worship connected with charms.

There is a great variety of opinions about man’s relationship in ATR to the ancestors or
living dead. Should this relationship be described as simply to remember them, or to
respect and honour them, to venerate them or to worship them? According to some the
first words do not indicate the strong attachment to the ancestors, while the last word
(“worship”) is perhaps too strong. The fact, however, remains that the traditional African
put his trust in his ancestors instead of in God alone.

The worshipping of foreign gods and idols is not something typical only of ATR. Through
the ages and all over the world many nations worshipped a variety of deities. This was
also the case at the beginning of Western civilisation (cf. the Greeks and Romans). Even
today the West worships modem idols like science, technology and material wealth.

A careful reading of the Old Testament reveals how God viewed Israel's relationship
towards the cultural-religious context in which they lived. From God's attitude African
Christians may learn how to determine their own relationship towards ATR. For Israel (1)
some aspects of their surrounding culture was accepted. There was, for example, not
much difference between the way family life was structured in Israel or their neighbours.
(2) Other aspects had to be changed. Slavery and polygamy, for instance, were not
accepted without reserve. (3) Still other aspects, like the surrounding Eastern religions
had to be rejected.

3.9 Towards the future

In conclusion it should be kept in mind that ATR was already strongly influenced by both
Christianity and Islam as well as Western secularism and materialism. In the Western
world the process of secularisation (thinking and living as if God does not exist or does not
matter — especially in the public domain) gradually developed since the 17" century. It
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seems as if the process of secularisation will come about much faster in Africa, especially
in the large African cities (cf. the study on the city of Nairobi, Kenya by Shorter and
Onyancha, 1997). While ATR may still be alive in many rural areas, it is also changing
and not always.available in the “pure” form as described in the previous pages.
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Chapter 4:
CULTURE, WORLDVIEW AND RELIGION

A comparison between the West, Africa and the Bible

While the previous chapter concentrated on African Traditional Religion, this chapter will
broaden our perspective by paying attention to African culture in general. Firstly it
describes what is meant by the terms “culture”, “worldview” and “religion” and, secondly, it
provides a comparison between the modern Western, traditional African and Biblical

worldviews.
4.1 Culture

We have many - hundreds of - definitions of culture. | only mention the following two: the
segmental and the comprehensive.

The first includes in the term culture only “spiritual” achievements like intellectual and
artistic products (orchestras, performing and other arts, museums etc.). Culture is
regarded as something that bestows lustre upon life, a “higher” level of existence, the
“icing” on the cake. It can therefore only be acquired by and is reserved for the wealthier
and more leisﬁred members of society. Inhabitants of monasteries and universities have
much of it, while prisoners and the poor don't have any!

| am aware that this viewpoint is more or less outdated today. It is furthermore a Westemn
idea never held in Africa. | mentioned it in order to contrast it with a second, more
acceptable viewpoint.

This second, comprehensive view of culture regards human life in its totality as culture,
not merely the intellectual and artistic aspects. It is not something “sublime” or
disconnected from, but includes our ordinary attitudes, customs, behaviour, values, beliefs,
institutions, etcetera. It is not necessarily acquired by (formal) education and reserved for a
section of the population. Every human being is a cultural being - prisoners and the poor
included! Culture is our “frame of reference” for human thought and conduct. We are
hardly aware of it. It is like the air we breathe; like the water in which a fish lives; we are
“programmed” by our own culture. We only become aware of our culture when something
goes awry or-when we encounter people of other cultures.
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Distinctions also important

| prefer the comprehensive view of culture, but simultaneously realise that one should
distinguish between different facets of a culture. The distinction made by Reformational
philosophy between different modalities or aspects of life can help us indicate which
aspect of culture we have in mind: the domain of faith, moral or ethical, aesthetic, juridical
or political, economic, social, lingual, technical or historical, logical, sensitive, biotic,
physical, spatial and arithmetic aspect or modality. The arts are an example of the
aesthetic aspect of culture-and commerce an example of economic culturr.

A simple diagram
| am aware that, while a diagram can help us to understand difficult issues, at the same
time it oversimplifies and should therefore always be used with great caution. To reduce

the complex phenomenon of culture to comprehensible proportions, | use the following
diagram, consisting of five concentric circles:

For the sake of simplicity, | distinguish between only five layers. Feel free to add and
subtract to the number! My five layers symbolise the following different aspects of a
culture:
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1. The religio-.‘s dimension. We may also call it the directional dimension, because
religion is the central directedness of all of human life towards the real or presumed
ultimate source of meaning and authority. In the case of the Christian religion this
directedness is our response to the true God who reveals Himself in creation, in
Scripture and in Christ. The response should be according to His will (summarised in
the central commandment of love).

Two problems

My diagram does not solve two important problems. (1) In the Reformational tradition our
central religious commitment is clearly distinguished from the dimension of faith (usually
indicated as the pistic aspect or modality). This is a very important distinction because it
prohibits the identification of all-encompassing religion with only one aspect of life (the
faith aspect). We have to serve God in all the other aspects of our lives and not only in our
faith.

Unfortunately my diagram does not clarify this vital distinction. (2) A second problem is
whether we may regard religion (and worldview) — as portrayed in my diagram — as a part
of culture. According to Reformational philosophy the whole of our lives is religion, service
to God or a substitute god. Religion and worldview, are both influenced by culture, they
definitely have a cultural side. But is it correct to subsume them under the one concept of
"culture" and in this way regard them as such as cultural phenomena?

2. The worldviewish dimension provides a perspective on the interrelated character of
cosmic reality and our place in it. Stated metaphorically: a worldview provides us with
eyes, ears, feet, hands and a mind to serve the real God (or a substitute) in this world.

Two remarks

e In brief | see the distinction between religion and worldview and their interrelatedness
as follows: The difference between the two is that religion is our relationship towards
God, while worldview describes our relationship towards the world. But because we
believe that this world belongs to God, we can never separate the two. The close
relationship between the two becomes evident in the fact that our service to God does
not happen in a sphere somewhere above, but manifests itself in this world!

« [f religion is the direction towards God (or a god) and worldview indicates our place in
creation, then we may say that the remainder of culture indicates our task or calling.
Culture is the historical manifestation of our religiously directed response to all

95



God’s mandates for life, as expressed in our understanding of creation and our

place init.

The “social” dimension. Because | could not find a more appropriate term, | put
“social” in quotation marks. It includes inter alia morals, arts, politics, economics,
language, styles of thinking, the way our emotions are expressed as well as the
different societal relationships, like marriage, family, the state, business and other

institutions.

The material or technical dimension includes food, clothes, tools, machines,
buildings, etc.

The behavioural dimension includes our habits, customs, and behaviour — our
lifestyle.

As already stated, this diagram is not prescriptive, but merely a preliminary aid to try to

explain the richness of the concept “culture”. Let me mention something about its value as

well as its limitations.

The value of the model

It is integrated, holistic. | deliberately put light, dotted (not solid) lines between the
five different layers to indicate that we may distinguish them from‘each other, but can
never clearly separate them. We should therefore neither judge a culture by isolating
one facet nor try to change it by replacing only one aspect. The two-way arrows
between the different layers emphasise that they are interrelated and have mutual
influence on each other.

Visibility and describability. The diagram indicates that not only the more visible
aspects of a culture are important, but also its deeper, invisible core facets, like
worldview and religion. This is to be kept in mind in spite of the fact that the outer, overt
layers (e.g. an artefact or custom) are easier to describe, while the inner, covert
aspects (e.g. worldview and religion) are much more difficult to define.

Cultural change. The outer, “softer” layers of a culture usually change more easily.
The “harder” core is more resistant to change. (An example: Africans wearing modem,
Western clothes, while still believing in ancestor worship.)

The determining role of the core. The heart or soul of a culture, to my mind, is its
religion and worldview. It directs the outer, more visible cultural layers. Only in the light
of a specific religion and worldview can we properly understand the outer cultural
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manifestations. | therefore also believe that real, deep change in any culture is
stimulated from its core.

Limitations of the model

All these reservations are related to the fact that real life is always much more complicated

than our schematic, theoretical models — irrespective of how sophisticated they may be.

We should therefore never absolutise any model, but rather be willing to relativise it in the

light of the complexities of reality.

| would like to keep religion and worldview in the centre. As far as layers 3 to 5 are
concerned, | have no order of priority in mind - in the sense that 3 is built on 2, 4 on 3
and 5 on 4. If you wish, you may move 4 (the material dimension) to position 3 (the
social) or the behavioural (5) may be regarded as part of the present 3 (the social). In
other words, keep in mind that it is merely a model and feel free to improve on it!

My model should not encourage the idea that religion, worldview and other aspects of
culture are static entities. Especially those who idealise the past tradition believe in a
static culture. All cultures change, some slowly, others more rapidly. They do so by way
of inter alia the following: (1) inheritance; (2) innovation; (3) the free borrowing or
adoption from other cultures which implies adaptation (acculturation cannot be
separated from inculturation) and (4) forced change from a foreign, imposed culture.

Neither should my model create the impression of a homogenous or pure culture — the
axiom of cultural purists. Culture is usually a hybrid or mixture — especially in our
contemporary, multi-cultural world. According to development experts, an introvert
culture does not provide the potential for development. Too much influence from
outside, resulting in a lack of cultural identity, also proves to be detrimental to
development, however.

We cannot (physically) see a religion or worldview. Therefore we will have to derive
their features from their more visible, concrete manifestations in the other aspects of a
culture.

Not only does{ religion and worldview influence culture, but - as indicated in our diagram
by the arrows in both directions between the different cultural layers - the remainder of
culture influences religion and worldview too. An example is the strong influence of
contemporary secularist culture on different religions like traditional African religion,
Islam and Christianity in Africa.
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e Such a change caused by the influence of the outer layers of a culture on the centre
may result in a complete “power shift” in the core. Thus, the original religious
commitment could be destroyed and replaced. More often — at least initially — the result
is a double (religious and worldviewish) core. Simply because of our sinfulness as
Christians we may have a split religious and worldviewish loyalty. (An example is the
Christian-national ideology behind apartheid in South Africa, which tended to cause a
split between Christian belief and national patriotism.) We may also have a “divided
soul” as a result of our contact with other, foreign cultures. (A common phenomenon in
Africa because of the clash between traditional African and modern Western culture.)

We should therefore reckon with the fact that while older, “closed” (“primitive”) cultures had
a single religious core, cultures may have more than one religious centre in the
contemporary, “open”, multicultural world. It seems however, that one of them gradually
tends to become dominant. It is noticeable in the case of secularism, which marginalises
other religions so that they start functioning “outside” the core. They are not relevant to the
entire culture, but their influence is limited to a small part, for example, in the case of

Christians their “spiritual” or ecclesiastical life.

A visual summary of the above may be the following diagram, as long as we keep in mind

that it cannot do justice to a very complex issue:

GOD

!

|

CREATION
Religion Worldview Culture

Our direction towards
or away from God View of our Our calling in

e e
creation) EAGHR
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The two-way arrows are very important: Religion and worldview influence (the remainder
of) culture, but culture (for instance socio-economic-political circumstances) also
influences worldview and religion.

One may experiment with more models to try to explain the difference as well as
relationship between religion, worldview and culture. Every model has advantages as well
as drawbacks, because it could be misunderstood. It is time to move on to other important
aspects of our topic.

Cultural diversity

Today, more thgn at any previous time in history, we are confronted with cultural diversity.
People in Kinshasha or Nairobi are different from those in London or New York. They
make love differently (for instance, some African tribes believe that kissing is only done by
monkeys), get married in different ways, buy and sell differently, live, die and are finally
buried in different ways. How is this great variety to be explained? How should we
evaluate different cultures?

We have already defined culture as our task of answering to the real God (or a presumed
god) according to a specific worldview that describes our place in the world. Our place in
creation is determined by four basic relationships: towards God/god, nature, our fellow
human beings and ourselves. However, when considering these relationships, different
worldviews tend to overemphasise one relationship. Consequently they interpret the other
three relationships in the light of the one they absolutised. Africa, for example, emphasises
the community and interprets the other relationships in the light of its communalistic
worldview. The West stresses the individual and “reads” the remaining relationships from
its individualistic perspective.

In previous publications (Van der Walt, 1997a, 1997b) my conclusion had been that every
culture contains something good and beautiful, because it emphasises an important
relationship. At the same time every culture has its “valleys” and “blind spots”, because it
does not acknowledge the equality of these four basic relationships.

| can therefore not accept ethnocentrism — neither Eurocentrism nor Afrocentrism — which
believes that its own culture is the only true and wholesome culture. Neither can | accept
present-day relativism that is of the opinion that, because cultures and their cultural traits
or features are equally true or good, they should not be judged, criticised or changed. |
don’t deny that it is very difficult indeed to decide what is good or bad in a specific culture —
especially in one’s own - but | still believe it should be done.
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Let us first have a very brief look at the second main concept, viz. worldview.
4.2 Worldview and ideology

Venter (1997:41-45) correctly distinguishes between worldpictures and worldviews. We
can for example picture the world as an organism (traditional Africa) or as a machine (the
modern West). A worldpicture (which describes what is) has the tendency to develop in a
worldview (what ought to be), which gives direction and meaning to life. In the case of a
worldpicture reality is viewed as similar to an organism or a machine, while in the case of
a worldview reality is really an organism/machine — the picture became a design, standard
or model according to which reality has to be structured.

Human beings know that they are tiny, transitory beings compared to the vast, age-
enduring universe. They therefore search for meaning and direction, but realise that they
cannot find it in the everyday world. To find meaning, to know what lies beyond their own
brief stay on earth, they have to transcend their own limitations.

According to Venter (2000:38) there are two fundamental ways in which worldviews come
about. Either one reaches the “beyond” by way of one’s own imagination, or the “beyond”
reaches out to you by way of revelation. Because human imagination \&ill not be able to
form a notion of the beyond, the first approach usually claims that what is beyond
everyday experience is similar (analoguous) to what we experience daily. (Reality is like
an organism or a machine, like the examples above.) The second approach, however,
accepts in faith a revelation from outside of the beyond.

Either we try to transcend our own limited perspective by our own human potential (we
declare ourselves divine) or our view of reality is fundamentally determined by a (divine)
revelation of what transcends our experience. These are the two fundamental ways in
which worldviews originate. (For more about the nature, structure and functions of
worldviews, cf. Van der Walt, 1994:39-55.)

Of the three worldviews to be compared later on in this chapter, the modermn Western and
traditional African worldviews belong to the first category, viz. they are not built on divine
revelation. However, the third worldview, the Christian, is based on God's revelation.

As mentioned already, a worldview is our perspective on created realigy. It is an indication
of our place in the world in which we have to fulfil our cultural task, the direction of which is
provided by the will (laws) of something or Someone regarded as our absolute authority in
life. A worldview functions like a map, it provides orientation; like a compass, it gives
direction from a deep religious commitment.

100



A worldview also calls for action. It should not only help us to understand reality better,
but also to deal with it correctly. Its beneficial results will determine its value.

The danger of a worldview — even a Christian one — is that it can degenerate into an
ideology. An ideology is an absolutised, hardened, closed, dogmatic orientation about the
world, our place and cultural calling. In essence it is not prepared to see the world as it
really is. It forces reality into its own preconceived mould and wants to change it
accordingly. It cannot see our place and task correctly, because it (partly or totally) rejects
the direction providéd by God in his central commandment of love. It lives according to its
own norms.

Basically therefore, a worldview and an ideology have the same structure, but different
directions. A worldview is something normal and healthy; an ideology can be very
dangerous. (How a Christian worldview looks like will be discussed in detail in chapter
20. See also bibliography at end of this chapter.)

4.3 Religion

In the explanation of my diagram of concentric circles, | have already given the following
definition of religion: it is the central directedness of all human life towards the real or
presumed ultimate source (God/god) of meaning and authority. | will not elaborate further
on this definition.

In this section | want to deal with the relationship between religion and (the remainder of)
culture. Our diagram has already indicated that religion is not something disconnected
from culture but part of it. We have also indicated that (the rest of) culture is “coloured” by
its religious core. But the obverse is also true: other cultural facets may influence the
religious core.

Here we do not focus on religion and culture in general, but specifically on Christian
religion and culture. The relationship between Christianity and culture is not the same as
the relationship between Gospel and culture. The Gospel is the infallible Word of God,
while Christianity is our fallible, human response to God’'s Word. People often fail to
distinguish clearly between the two.
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The following diagram will help to distinguish between them:

< God's threefold revelation
in creation, Scripture and Christ
(= Gospel)
l 2, +— Christian religion as a response
(= Christianity)
- from the perspective of a specific culture

(= Culture)

We will first deal with the relationship between Gospel and culture and then with the
relationship between Christianity and culture.

Gospel and culture

Because the Gospel (of the Old and New Testament) is given to us in the words and
histories of different people through many ages, it is not a culture-free revelation. It is
always embedded or embodied in cultural “clothes” or forms. God met the people of Israel
in their own culture. They were not without culture. Apart from their own language, they
had their own culturally defined family life, laws, government, ways of commerce and types
of worship. God did not provide them with a “sacred” language or culture!

In the Old Testament the Gospel appeared in the “clothes” of the cultures of the Near East.
In the New Testament, especially the Book of Acts, we see the graduél transition from an
embodiment of the Gospel in the culture of Judaism to a more Westerﬁ, Hellenistic form —
the dominant culture of the Roman Empire.

Apart from this relative continuity between Gospel and culture we ":do. however, see a
radical discontinuity between the two. Without a degree of continuity, the Gospel could
never be relevant. Without discontinuity, it would not be able to challenge the culture in
which it was embodied. It would become syncretised. The Biblical message is clear. The
Gospel associated itself with different cultures - never to be domesticated nor to become
the captive of these cultures - but to liberate and transform them!

The Bible abounds with such examples. Many of the Old Testament laws were derived
from the environment in which Israel lived. At the same time, however, the Old Testament

102



torah changed the harsh, inhuman laws of, for instance, Eshnunna (an Acadic Law Book
of 1800 BC) and that of Hammurabi (a Babylonian Law Book of 1726 BC). New laws on
slaves, women, the poor, foreigners and excessive wealth indicates how traditional laws
from the surrounding cultures were “softened” to acknowledge human dignity.

The same pattern is repeated in the New Testament where the décor changed to Greek-
Roman civilisation: this culture was reformed and not simply accepted. An example is the
power of the pater familias. Men had almost absolute power over their wives, children
and slaves. In Ephesians 5:21 — 6:9, Colossians 3:18 — 4:1 and 1 Peter 2:13 — 3.7 these
inhuman customs are replaced with new guidelines for Christians.

Christianity and culture

The Gospel should determine our Christian religion. Therefore the same principle which
we discovered in the relationship between Gospel and culture, should also be applied in
the relationship between Christian religion and culture: relative continuity and radical
discontinuity. We will first pay attention to relative continuity.

We have to serve God in and with our culture. We cannot do it outside our own culture.
We should not try to do it in the garb of a foreign culture, because it will not touch us deep
in our hearts and minds; it will not be relevant to our situation. There should be a relative
continuity between the culture in which we were brought up and our conversion to the

Gospel as Christians.

A problem arises, however, when the relative is omitted from “relative continuity” and only
continuity remains.

The gradual Christianisation of the West resulted in the Westernisation of Christianity (first
it was Hellenisation, then Germanisation). This was a normal process. The trouble,
however, was that Christianity became too comfortable in its Western clothes. In many
respects it was so accommodating that it conformed completely to Western culture. The
price paid, was that, in such cases, it became more Western than Christian!

The situation turned even more complex when Westem missionaries proclaimed the
Gospel to non-Westemn regions like Africa. There are many exceptions, but many made
the following three mistakes: (1) they did not always distinguish clearly enough between
the Gospel and its Western cultural embodiment; (2) they did not fully realise that Westem
culture has good and bad aspects; (3) they did not see much good in non-Westem
cultures. (See chapters 1 and 2 of this book.)
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In order to warn against the dangers of syncretism, much attention was therefore paid to
African Traditional Religion and culture. Syncretism (excessive emphasis on the element
of continuity) was regarded as something that happens when other cultures (like the
African) encounters Christianity and its Gospel. There was little Iw

Western Christians, churches and theologians of the fact that their brand of Christianity
may have failed to challenge the assumptions of their own Western culture. To what extent

areness amongst

may Westem Christianity also be called syncretistic?!

Let me use the metaphor of bread (the Gospel) packed in a plastic bag (Western culture)
to explain. The essence of the Gospel was often not clearly distinguished from the
Western packing — not only by the West, but also by Africans who swallowed the
unhealthy plastic with the bread!

In the relationship between Christianity and culture we have thus far only discussed one
Biblical principle, namely relative continuity. We have also indicated what happens if the
relative (in relative continuity) is not honoured. This issue, however, also arises because
this first Biblical principle has to be applied jointly with the second principle, viz. radical
discontinuity. w

Three possible positions

If applied jointly, the first principle guarantees relevance. The second provides a
challenge. If only the first principle is applied, it may result in syncretism or uncritical
accommodation. If only the second principle is applied, the result will be the isolation of
Christianity from its surrounding culture. Consequently, it cannot really challenge its
cultural environment. Only when we apply both principles, will it be possible to be part of a
culture as Christians and at the same time to reform it from inside.

In summary then, we have the following options:

« conformity between Christianity and the culture of which it is part, because it stresses
the continuity between the two;

o the isolation of Christianity from culture, thus emphasising discontinuity and

o reformation or transformation of culture (and Christianity as part thereof),
emphasising simultaneously relative continuity and absolute discontinuity.

When we study the history of Christianity we encounter these three positions over and
over again. We find these positions, for example, in the Christianity of the first centuries
when Christians had to work out their relationship towards Greek and Roman cultures.
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Today the same basic positions are adopted in the relationship between Christianity and
traditional African culture (cf Bediako, 1990). The isolationist position is very difficult to
uphold. It is in fact impossible to maintain. The Christian religion is always part of a culture;
we can never operate as Christians outside a specific culture. Therefore the
representatives of the isolationist position are few compared to those propagating the
accommodation strategy. This very popular attitude in Africa believes that traditional
African culture # a stepping-stone, a preparation for Christianity and the Gospel. 'The
Gospel and Christianity accordingly merely complete, perfect, fulfii what was already
present in traditional African culture and religion (cf. section 8 of chapter 3).

The third (and correct viewpoint) is neither to accommodate, nor to flee, but to reform
culture. It is surely no easy option. That is perhaps why we find so few examples to guide
us. | was privileged to get to know the Reformational tradition in philosophy, started by
Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck in the 19th century and continued by scholars like
H. Dooyeweerd and D.H.Th. Vollenhoven in the Netherlands and their many successors
all over the world during the twentieth century. The Reformational position is a Biblically-
based viewpoint. It provides us with a really liberating perspective on the relationship
between Christianity and culture. (For more detail, see chapter 20.)

A second important insight of the Reformational tradition is the importance of creation. We
have to serve God in his creation. A supercreational, otherworldly relationship to God is
not Biblical.

A third valuable perspective is that this service has to be done according to God’s will. In
the form of a diagram:

serve God (the directional)
Our cultural task is,
according to a Bibli-
cally-inspired world-

view to:

» »

according to his will (the normative)

l T in his creation (the structural)

The vertical two-way arrows indicate the close relationship between the three realities
(God, his will and his creation): they can be distinguished but never separated from each
other.
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4.4 A brief overview of the development of worldviews

We need to understand the differences between the African, Western and Christian
worldviews at their deepest level. A simplified review of the history of (Western)
philosophy can be of help. We approach history with the following three questions: (1)
How did a specific period view the divine (God or gods)? (2) How did it see visible reality
(the creational)? (3) How did it visualise the laws or norms governing reality (the
directional)? The history of philosophy is simplified to only four main periods.

¢ The ancient pre-Christian world

It seems as if all over the ancient world different peoples adhered to more or less the same
kind of worldview. This worldview is of great importance because it shows remarkable

similarities with the traditional African worldview.

The ancient Greeks had no other way of explaining the movements of the heavenly bodies
and other phenomena in reality than by viewing them according to self-moving things
within their own experience, like the human body. This perspective of describing the world
as a living being is called an organismic worldview.

Reality was viewed as a cyclical stream of life. Out of this stream emerged the individual
forms of plant, beast and man, which are born, mature, perish and come to life again. The
life-stream is ceaselessly repeated. Time was also seen as cyclical and not linear.

In this “all is one” worldview no clear distinction is made between the material and spiritual.
This idea that the world is full of spirits is called animism. The consequence was all kinds
of occult practices to gain the favour and influence the spirit-world.

The divine was not a concrete form or personality. The nature gods were always fluid.
Instead of one deity, they believed in a countless multiplicity of divine powers, bound up
with the great variety of natural phenomena. We may call this viewpoint polytheism
(belief in many gods). It may also be indicated as pan(en)theism, because no clear
distinction is made between the god(s) and visible reality. The universe as an etemal
living being is divine! Some use the term holistic to describe this viewpoint, because

everything is connected with everything else.

Not only the gods are not clearly distinguished from the visible world, but there is also no
clear distinction of the laws/norms that should guide human conduct. This results in
relativism — there is no radical antithesis between correct and wrong, good and bad.
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According to an organismic worldview individuals are viewed as “parts” of the larger whole
on which they are fully dependent for their life and well-being — in the same way an organ
is dependent upon the living body of which it is a part. The interests of the whole always
takes precedence over that of the parts. The laws/norms according to which the individual
should live, is derived from the community. The consequence is an almost complete
control of the lives of individuals by the tribe and its ancestors. The result is
totalitarianism.

During the phase of Greek thought of about 500 B.C. — 100 A.D. the nature gods of the
previous period were replaced by culture gods. As spiritual beings they are now more
clearly distinguished from the material, visible world. These now gods (like the Delphic
god, Apollo) are also regarded as the origin of the laws to be obeyed by humans.

o Christian thought during the age of the Church Fathers and Middle Ages of about
100-1500 A.D.

This period is characterised by an effort to reach a synthesis between pagan Greek and
Christian-Biblical ideas. In spite of this unfortunate accommodation, a much clearer
distinction is made between the one, true God of the Bible and the visible world which He
has created. It is also accepted that the will of God provides us with clear guidelines for
life.

e The Modern, anti-Christian, secular worldview (about 1500 to today)

Since the Renaissance (1300-1600) the influence of Christian faith steadily declined. In
the West, God was gradually ousted from peoples’ lifeview and lifestyle. If we identify God
and his worship with “the spiritual”, it is clear that the West not only distinguished the
spiritual world from the material, but rejected the spiritual world. This becomes evident
from the new type of worldview which slowly developed since the 17" century in the West.

While ancient people preferred to view the universe as a organism (see above), Western
man, because of his fascination with all kinds of newly invented mechanical devices,
started to view the world as an automaton. This worldpicture developed into a worldview
with normative implications. We call it the mechanistic worldview. The universe is not
divine any longer (ancient pantheism), or God distinguished from creation (as during the
Christian era). Now God/god is only the engineer (which invented and made the world as
a machine). Later on He/he merely became the maintenance mechanic who, only when
necessary, would “interfere” and “repair” or “service” the world. This theory is called
deism. Still later on in Westem history God/god became totally redundant. He could
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retire as engineer or mechanic, because he was not needed any more in a world run by
itself and explained without any “beyond”. First the idea of God was considered without
any relevance and later on God himself was declared dead. Today people don’t even use
the word “god” any more. We call this secularism.

Because God/god died in the thinking and actions of contemporary Westemers, his divine
laws can no longer be directional to mankind. The human being — usually the individual —
became his/her own law or norm. We call this autonomy.

This mechanistic picture and view was soon transferred to other areas of life besides the
explanation of the physical universe. Physiological and social processes were also
explained mechanistically.

While the original organismic worldview emphasised the whole (society) and regarded the
parts (individuals) as of less importance, the new mechanistic worldview accepted exactly
the opposite viewpoint: the individual is of primary importance. Like the parts of a
machine that can be removed, repaired and replaced, individuals have a relative but
important independence. This worldview, therefore, rejects the dominance by a social
whole, like the tribe, church or state. It wants to reduce the power of the state in favour of
the freedom of the individual and the private sphere. We call this Indlvlc’uallsm.

However, because the contemporary mechanistic, individualistic = worldview
overemphasises the economic aspect of life (the so-called free market mechanism), it
again - like the organismic worldview — obstructs any sense of institutional differentiation.
Everything is commercialised, reduced to money and profit. The freedom of individuals
and weaker institutions in society is lost in a world of economic totalitarianism. Simple
egoism becomes the norm.

While the African organismic worldview enforces social integrationism, the Western
mechanistic worldview takes an isolationist stance, promoting an individualistic, private
sector approach 