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here violence and religion meet 
By DENISE ACKERMAN 

SHOTS IN THE STREET: VIOLENCE 
AND RELIGION IN SOUTH AFRICA 
by David Chidester, Oxford University 
Press 1992, (240 pages) R34,99 

I T IS difficult to find words to describe the 
endemic violence which is shredding our 
society into fragments of despair, fear and 

need- Any attempt to reflect on this violence, 
its causes and the mechanisms which main-
lain it, is to be welcomed. In this book David 
Chidester, Associate Professor of Religious 
Studies at the University of Cape Town, 
seeks to explore the ambivalent relationship 
between violence and religion. 

Drawing on sociologist C Wright Mills 
definition - "all politics is a struggle for 
power; the ultimate kind of power is vio
lence" - Chidester contends that domination 
and resistance arc not only forcefully negoti
ated with weapons, but that our religious 
symbols are a vital pari of such negotiations. 
In the author's words: "This book examines 
the role of religion in the violent contests 
over meaning and power that have been 
conducted in South Africa" 

At the outset the question "what is vio
lence?" is addressed and Chidester finds thai 
no simple definition suffices as the context, 
relationships and the connection between 
power and fundamental interests all play a 
part in a variety of violent situations. 

He settles for four definitions of violence: 
direct physical harm; the violation of 
humanity; illegitimate force; and legitimate 
liberation, noting that fundamental to under
standing violence lies the question of what it 
means to be a human being. 

Religion is described as a way of "experi
menting with being human" (p.xii) which is 
not only limited to conventional religious 
institutions but is also found in a vast and 
complex network of social relations. 
Consequently when people contend for 
power and undergird their striving with dif
ferent understandings of what constitutes 
meaning in the symbols of their lifeworlds, 
they find themselves in conflict with one 
another, 

Chidester examines three aspects of reli
gious violence in South Africa: ritual killing, 
dehumanisation and religion in the service 
°i armed struggle. The first three chapters 
deal with ritual killing. Firstly, the terrible 
kgic of apartheid is examined in the killings 
bV "Wit Wolf" Barend Strydom. The reli-
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gious power and inherent violence of 
Afrikaner nationalism is ultimately found in 
the blood sacrifice to the white God in the 
chilling event of November 1988 in Pretoria. 

Next the killing of young municipal 
policeman Lucas Sethwala in Paballelo in 
1985 is understood as a ritual killing in 
which the violence which permeates a com
munity is deflected onto a single sacrificial 
surrogate victim. 

CHAPTER Three concludes the explo
ration of ritual killing by examining 
the execution of witches in African 

religion as a ritual of elimination of evil, and 
by looking at ritual incorporation and 
Satanism. 

Chapter Four examines the relationship 
between dehumanisation and religion in 
South Africa. Entitled "Tours of Hell" it 
deals with the dehumanising of black work
ers in the mining sector, torture in jail and 
the effort at recovery of humanity by those 
who, with desperate courage, take part in 
prison hunger strikes. The next two chapters 
deal with the religious world views of both 
the South African Defence Force and the 
ANC and its military wing Umkhonto we 
Si/wre. The spiritual politics of armed reli
gion in these two opposing forces illustrate 
the dynamics of religious symbolism in the 
pursuit of power. 

The book concludes by referring inter alia 
to the strained relations between the ANC 
and Inkatha, the role of militant rightwing 
Afrikaner nationalism, the PAC and the 
church in terms of the religious symbols, 
myths and rituals which play a part in the 
present violent struggle. 

At the end of his book, Chidester asks: 
"Would South Africa somehow be a less 
sacred place if, to paraphrase the Freedom 
Charter, its symbols belonged to all who live 
in it, black and white?" (pi 70). The way for
ward, he suggests, is in the first place to lay 
aside the privileged exclusive claims on 
sacred symbols so dear to the hearts of the 
different groupings in South Africa. 
Secondly, a more varied style together with 
more access to the media responsible for pro
ducing symbols, is needed. He admits that 
such hopes are Utopian but believes that 
negotiating the new South Africa will 
require nothing short of a new world view. 

THIS book raises many questions as it 
confronts the reader with the depths of 
the connection between the sacred and 

violence in the souls of South Africans. The 
examples chosen by the author to illustrate 
the relationship between religion and vio
lence arc interesting, but in making choices 
certain issues are inevitably excluded. The 
sacred symbolic meaning of land, or the 
ambivalent and highly fraught place of 
women in the present violent struggle for 
power, are two issues which are not dealt 
with. Furthermore, while religious symbols 
when claimed exclusively to serve the power 
games of specific groups of people are potent 
tools for violent action, they are also poten
tially loaded with meaning which can defuse 
and even spurn violence. 

Therefore it is highly improbable that peo
ple will give up their claims to cherished 
myths and rites. Is it perhaps not more a 
question of being challenged to re-evaluate 
our religious symbols against the touchstone 
of what it means to value our own and 
others' humanity and to re-claim and re-
image these symbols accordingly? However, 
whether it be re-negotiation or re-evaluation, 
one can only hope that the present horror 
will compel South Africans to rethink the 
highly questionable understandings of reli
gion which feed the violence in our troubled 
society. 

Dr Acker-man teaches theology at the 
University of the Western Cape. 
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Out of anger, 
something new 

By LESLIE LIDDELL 

WOMEN HOLD UP HALF THE SKY: 
WOMEN IN THE CHURCH IN 
SOUTHERN AFRICA edited by 
Denise Ackerman, Jonathan A. Draper 
and Emma Mashinini , Cluster 
Publications, 1992. (397 pages) R35 

THIS unusual title, drawn from a 
Japanese saying, expresses two aspira
tions of the book. Firstly a need to "re-

image the feminist aspect of God, where 
Christians have traditionally developed the
ology on the basis of Old and New 
Testament masculine images", and secondly 
to "draw attention to lhe usually unrecorded 
role which women have played and con
tinue to play in the history and struggle for 
justice in Southern Africa/' 

While the editors admit that the book was 
"conceived out of hurt and anger" at the 
Church of the Province of Southern Africa's 
rejection of the motion to ordain women to 
the priesthood in July 1988, the book 
addresses deeper issues about women, 

A list of explanatory notes has been 
included to clarify terminology unfamiliar to 
Southern African readers. Throughout the 
book previously unfamiliar terminology is 
explained, a helpful aid to readers which 

could be a cue for other authors and editors. 
The 35 male and female contributors have 

(CY: varied life experiences and socio-cultural 
IN backgrounds but share "a passionate com-
by mitment to the liberation of women person-
per ally and socially in the light of their 
let Christian faith and experiences/' 

The book is divided into six diverse but 
equally important sections. Part one 

n a "Women and the Bible: a Hermeneutical 
ira- Problem" consists of six widely differing 
"re- contributions which range from a biblical 
ere exegesis on Luke to practical commentary on 
:he- the oppressive use of moral instruction in 
ew the New Testament Letters and the Old 
dly Testament. In the latter essay it is argued 
ied that while teachings from the Letters are no 
on- longer used to justify slavery, moral instruc-
for Hon lending itself to the oppression of 

women is constantly upheld, 
vas In an article entitled, "The Bible in the 
the Midst of Women" Rev Courtney Sampson 
:a's argues for a pastoral approach to feminist 
i to hermeneutics, maintaining that oppressed 
>ok women read the Bible uncritically and have 

an oppressive relationship with religious 
;en symbols. 
r to The article by Renate Cochrane, entitled 
the "Equal Discipleship of Women and Men", in 
f is contradiction to the preceding author, 
iich Gertrude Wittenberg, states that Luke often 

Who's 
ringing the 
changes? 

By MOIRA LEVY 

WHO'S WHO IN SOUTH AFRICAN 
POLITICS, NUMBER 4 Shelagh 
Gastrow, Ravan Press 1992. (333 pages* 
R54,95. 

THIS fourth volume of Shelagh 
Gastrow's "Who's Who in South 
African Politics" differs from the 

earlier editions in a number of important 

played down the role of women in earh 
Christianity- She believes that in a patriar 
chal society language is male-oriented 
though it may be argued that this ma\ 
exclude languages spoken in some develop 
ing countries such as the Philippines. 

PART TWO of the book, "Theological 
Foundations: Towards a Feminist 
Theology" argues the need for such * 

theology in South Africa, Denise Ackermar 
asks: "Why do women need to define oui 
own humanity? The answer is simple 
because it has always been done for us 
Women's humanity, our experience, percep
tions, thoughts and beliefs, have by and 
large been defined for us by men". She con
cludes with a convincing argument for a 
relational anthropology, maintaining that 
relationality is the opposite of alienation, 
spiritual deprivation, apathy and racism 
(classism), 

Louise Kretzschmar in the "Relevance ol 
Feminist Theology within the South African 
Context", offers a constructive critique ol 
objections to feminist theology in Southern 
Africa. 

Use Ahrends, Felicity Edwards and Marie-
Henry Keane address the issue of 
"Spirituality and the Christian Woman" in 
part three of the book, Ahrends argues for a 
womanist spirituality as a liberating powe 
and believes that "too often women find 
their identity in the identity of others..,as 
someone's wife, mother, daughter-."* She 
stresses the need to rediscover God and in so 
doing discover ourselves. 

For Edwards maximising compassion and 
living compassionately are a means of dis
covering our interconnectedness, arguments 

aspects. For one thing, it is the first edition 
in which photographs of all the people listed 
could be legally published; for another, it is 
the first time that there are no entries of peo
ple serving prison sentences or under 
restriction orders; furthermore, all except 
two of those included are now permanently 
resident in South Africa. 

Only 36 of the political leaders featured in 
her first edition, published in 1985, are stil! 
prominent enough to deserve inclusion thfe 
time, and most of the new profiles are ol 
men and women under the age of 50. 

Gastrow makes the point that this editiof 
was written and prepared during a time ol 
great flux and political uncertainty; thes* 
changes since her earlier editions - the lasl 
published just over a year ago - amount to 
evidence of some measure of progress* 

30 
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A SHORT HISTORY 
OF WOMEN IN 

THE CHURCH 

which are crucial in working towards justice 
and peace in our divided society. Keane 
wonders if spirituality is possible in the con
text of Southern Africa, where women work 
long hours and have little time to them
selves. 

An illustrated "Short History of Women in 
the Church" in part four of the book pro
vides relief from the arguments presented in 
the previous sections. This delighful yet pro
found account is depicted in a thought-pro

voking interpretation. 
In part five, "Women and Ministry", the 

nine contributors address the issue of voca
tion with Betty Covinden providing an 
excellent analysis of "Women, Church and 
liberation in Southern Africa" and Emma 
Mashinini emphasising the land question-

Part six, "Women's Experience of the 
Struggle for Justice in Southern Africa" 

addresses questions of sexism in society, the 
home and the church. Brigalia Bam, Sister 
Bernard Mncube and Thoko Mpulwana dis
pel the excuse of African culture being used 
(usually by white males) to relegate women 
to oppressive roles. 

"Women Hold Up Half the Sky" has bro
ken new ground in providing an avenue for 
women and men to raise questions and pro
vide some answers about the struggle for lib
eration by Southern African women. It 
expels many myths and issues a warning 
that liberation in general does not necessar
ily empower women who will continue to 
remain oppressed and marginalised unless 
serious thought, strategies and actions are 
employed. 

Leslie Liddell U Ihe Church Co-ordiiutor of 
Ihe Foundation for Peace and Justice. 

Another feature which sets this volume 
apart from its predecessors, and this point is 
made in Tom Lodge's illuminating 
Introduction, is the number of ANC "tech
nocrats" - as opposed to activists with 
records of military involvement and prison 
experience - who make their first appear
ance in these pages. Lodge concludes: 
There is a large number of people who have 
become prominent in the sections of the 
ANC concerned with diplomacy, publicity, 
information and policy-making. These are 
'he senior representatives of a growing van
guard of technocrats who can be expected to 
lake up a major share of the pages in the 
next edition..." 

The book includes over 100 entrants: 
some are of leadership figures more repre
sentative of the old, descending order; most 

are biographies of the newsmakers and 
opinion-formers of the changing times. It is 
worth noting that there are only nine women 
- but then that is probably not the fault of 
the book, but a shortcoming common to all 
leadership structures. 

Newcomers to Gastrow's "Who's Who' 
series are predominantly from the ANC 110) 
and the SACP (seven). There are three new-
faces from the I'AC in this directory and five 
additions from De Klerk's cabinet. 

This volume is essential reading for any 
person who wants to know the news behind 
the news, the people behind the statements 
and the actors behind Ihe unfolding South 
African political drama. 

Moira Levy is media facilitator in Idasa's 
lia department. 

letters 

Ghana fails to 
deliver democracy 

THE MOVES towards a multi-party sys
tem seem to be facing danger as parties 

that lose multi-party elections claim rigging 
and other electoral irregularities, for exam
ple in Angola, Central African Republic and 
Cameroon. 

In my country. Ghana, the process 
towards multi-party democracy is marked 
by violence by both the National Democratic 
Party and the New Patriotic Party. 

Further, contrary to World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund reports of eco
nomic progress, and Amnesty International 
reports of improvements in Ghana's human 
rights record, the Rawlings government has 
been accused of poor economic policies and 
gross violations of human rights. 

The opposition's Professor Adu Boshen 
has long been a fearless campaigner for a 
multi-party systt-m. I lowever, his right-
wing party's intellectualisation of politics 
might set him apart from the people who 
see him as I poor alternative to Rawlings. 

All we hear from the government are 
words about continuity, and from the oppo
sition parties, words about change. 

Theophilus Lande 
Accra, Ghana 

SA needs more 
affirmative action 

I THOROUGHLY enjoyed the article on 
affirmative action in the September edition 

of Democracy in Action. It is of utmost 
importance that companies do not isolate 
affirmative action as a separate or alterna
tive corporate strategy. It should be inter-
grated into the overall organisational strat
egy and therefore requires management's 
urgent attention, 

Idasa can play a crucial role in facilitating 
the process of affirmative action by shaping 
the attitudes of people. The elimination of 
all forms of discrimination, racism and prej
udice is a prerequisite for the establishment 
of effective affirmative action programmes-
It is imperative to adopt a pro-active stance 
on affirmative Action, as the probability of a 
new government enforcing obligatory quo
tas cannot be excluded. Companies have 
reached the stage where they have no option 
but to accelerate the recruitment, selection 
as well as the upward mobility of black 
employees. The new South Africa needs 
new South African organisations, 

jus Meyer 
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