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ABSTRACT  
The keynote address will be my attempt to come to terms 
with the presence of religious sentiment in the ideas of 
nineteenth and early twentieth century black intellectuals. I 
will try to focus specifically on the term ‘Ethiopianism’ and 
the many ways it has come to serve as a shorthand for 
multiple kinds of salvationist philosophies.
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In a letter sent to me by an inmate from the Mangaung Correctional Facility, he 
wrote as his closing sentence, ‘Perhaps what you may deem a mere academic 
exercise is more of a Christian Pilgrimage and Vocation from a Black God.’ 
In the spirit of his words, I have decided to present today’s keynote address 
not as a ‘mere academic exercise’ but as a journey into that world of pilgrimage 
and salvation that so many amakholwa (Christian converts) have attempted to 
navigate. From the outset I wish to make it clear that although they were an 
imperilled intelligentsia, it does not necessarily follow that I will be assuming 
such a position. Rather, I think that it would be better to take their peril as 
the starting point for our considered re-reading of the statements of faith 
and despair that they articulated in their time and in their context. To begin 
with it may be useful to define the terrain so that we may better understand 
why the fate of the amakholwa is an important lesson in the history of South 
Africa’s ‘culture of letters.’1 The arrival of Christianity in South Africa occurred 
in distinct phases that are often lumped together. The first attempts by Johannes 
van der Kemp (1747 - 1811) and James Read (1777 - 1852) on behalf of the 
London Missionary Society (LMS) yielded meagre results and their presence 
in Southern Africa was beset by scandals occasioned by the fact that both 
married indigenous women. Despite the presumption of failure, there is in 
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1. John Michael (J.M.) Coetzee, White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South Africa (Yale University 
Press, 1988).
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fact one image that captures the ‘fruits’ of their labour. In 1844, an illustrated 
tableau of the Christian converts, Jan Tzatzoe (Tshatshu) and Andries 
StoGels posing with James Read, Snr., James Read Jnr, and the other famous 
LMS missionary, Dr. John Philip, encapsulated what many defences of mission-
ary work could not, namely that the ‘convert’ was a British gentleman who 
could be relied upon to exhibit the embodied physical conversion to Western 
norms that was the prerequisite of the spiritual credos of faith.2

In addition to being about the corporeal presence of Western sensibilities, 
the image also functioned as a testament to the minoritarian liberal tradition 
that would .ourish on mission stations and on the pages of the bilingual news-
papers that would emerge in a later period. Thus, one could argue that the Cape 
Liberal Tradition was not just an ideological salvo fired against white settler 
prejudices, but that it was an embodied and aGective expression of the dilem-
mas of the converts, that is, how to translate the body language of conversion 

Figure 1. Jan or Dyani Tzatzoe (Tshatshu); Andries Stohes; James Read Sr; James Read Jr; John 
Philip. National Portrait Gallery, London.

2. Jan or Dyani Tzatzoe (Tshatshu); Andries Stof.es; James Read Sr; James Read Jr; John Philip by 
Richard Woodman, published by Fisher Son & Co, after Henry Room, National Portrait Gallery, 
London. URL: https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw80908/Jan-or-Dyani-Tzatzoe- 
Tshatshu-Andries-Stof.es-James-Read-Sr-James-Read-Jr-John-Philip?LinkID=mp69302&role= 
sit&rNo=0
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into the rights promised by the British Empire. In some ways, therefore, this 
was the first instantiation of the salvationist discourses that would animate 
the lives of later converts. It was the idea that the British Empire was a 
refuge for those who were seeking protection from the predatory behaviour 
of white settlers and from the yokes of the Masters and Servants Ordinance 
and Act of 1841 and 1856, respectively. The mission station was therefore 
more than just the site of conversion but it was, as the settlers repeatedly 
alleged, the site of labour autonomy and the refusal to be subjected to the 
whim of white labour indentureship. One of the exemplary mission stations 
of this period was the Moravian mission at Shiloh which was established in 
1828. By the 1875 census of the Cape Colony, the mission station boasted the 
presence of 195 horses and 3 540 heads of ‘woolled sheep’. The total human 
population of the station was 792, according to the same census. It is this 
non-religious success of the missionary enterprise that constitutes what I 
would call a ‘salvationist’ discourse since these achievements demonstrated 
that Africans could function as independent farmers and peasants and didn’t 
need to be subjected to the discipline of low-paying and degrading farm work.

In the second phase of missionary work, the missionary societies all but 
abandoned the idea of converting rulers and chiefs and started focussing on 
ordinary Africans as the potential novices. It is at this point that mission 
stations start to mushroom outside of the Cape Colony. The variety of mission-
ary societies and churches is of less importance than the fact that once Chris-
tianity started spreading across the entire region, there was also an increase 
in the number of African lay preachers and catechists. It is in this new era 
that the printing of books and newspapers begins in earnest. The first known 
mission newspaper, Umshumayeli Wendaba (The Preacher of News) was estab-
lished in 1837; it was printed until 1841. Although there were several other 
newspapers in the interim, the most well-known product of the mission 
station is the newspaper, Isigidimi sama-Xosa, which was established in 1870 
and ceased publication in 1888. It is perhaps the establishment of Isigidimi 
that marks the spread of newspaper and book publishing across Southern 
Africa as mission stations trained printers and compositors. The beginning 
of this phase of the creation of black-owned newspapers is marked by the estab-
lishment of Imvo Zabantsundu in 1884. The founder and editor of Imvo, John 
Tengo Jabavu (1859-1921) was the first African to represent both the political 
idealism of the Cape Liberal Tradition and to inaugurate the history of the black 
press in ways that would be emulated by his contemporaries and successors 
such as Sol Plaatje (1876 - 1932) and John Langalibalele Dube (1871 - 1946). 
The constant presence of the mission station as the site of printing and publi-
cation is the main theme that should be extrapolated from the biographies of 
Jabavu, Plaatje and Dube but it is still important to note that each man was 
more than a repository of Christian education since each, in their own way, 
was also a writer, commentator, poet, translator etc. Each of these men 
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Figure 2. Extract from the 1875 census showing the distribution of livestock in towns, villages, 
and mission stations. Source: Results of a Census of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope, Taken 
on the Night of Sunday, the 7th March, 1875. Cape Town: Saul Solomon & Co., 1877.
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Figure 3. Cover page of Isigidimi Sama-Xosa (Formerly, The KaIr Express) from 1 March 1884. 
Source: National Library of South Africa Digital Collections, https://cdm21048.contentdm.oclc. 
org/digital/collection/p21048coll72/id/1222/
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would also be involved in campaigns to secure the rights of Africans in the face 
of increasing settler power and the decreasing in.uence of the imperial ideal. 
The newspapers established in this period exhibited both the possibilities and 
the limits of a colonial press since they were subject to precarious and subscrip-
tion-based revenues. However, even within the boundaries of these limited 
resources, their content exhibits a cosmopolitan and worldly outlook that func-
tioned to exceed the restrictions set by colonial culture. 

The preceding sketch of the history of the missionary press is just that — a 
sketch; the caveats are too numerous to name. The purpose of the chronology 
was to paint a picture of how ‘the word’ was more than just a metaphor for 
the Christian gospel but that it gave life to other forms of literary awakening. 
As a foundation for a colonial literati, the colonial printing press was made avail-
able for capture from missionary control and many mission presses were run 
almost one hundred percent by Africans. This sense of independence and auton-
omy, was in my opinion, the source of many of the salvationist ideas that I would 
now like to brie.y introduce. The most obvious salvationist doctrine was the reli-
gious one since it involved the questioning of the spiritual tutelage that the mis-
sionaries had arrogated to themselves. The founding of Nehemiah Tile’s Tembu 
National Church in 1884 is conventionally used to mark the beginning secessio-
nist religious movements whose aim was to create congregations that were led by 
black preachers as well as a liturgy that re.ected African values and cultures. 
What is often neglected in this narrative is that many of these ‘Ethiopian’ ideas 
were often tested out on the pages of bilingual newspapers. It is in this cauldron 
of ideas — missionary presses, independent black newspapers, missionary lin-
guistic labours and cosmopolitan mission stations — that the intersection of reli-
gion and the politics of blackness occurs. If the word ‘intersectionality’ has any 
meaning in South Africa, it is this — in the colonial period and in the presence 
of Christian evangelisation, race, gender, class, language and nationality were 
cross-cutting forces that shaped the lives of black and brown people.

It is from this phase of missionary work and mission-based presses that 
Magema Fuze emerged as a young novice. Although it was not his intention 
to create a colonial noviciate, Colenso’s school, named Ekukhanyeni, was the 
fountainhead from which multiple strands of literature sprouted. On April 
28, 1893 Magema Magwaza Fuze published a letter in which he bemoaned 
the manner in which the Bible was being translated into isiZulu.3 On the 
surface of it, this letter about whether the isiZulu word for ‘lamb’ was 
iwundlu or iwundlwane. At stake was the translation of the Christian concept 
of the ‘lamb of God’. In his inimitable style, Fuze challenged his contemporaries 
by questioning their knowledge of isiZulu but he also subtlety accused them of 
having been ‘spoilt’ by education and therefore of being unreliable ‘informants’ 
for the missionaries. He accused them of coining words by turning them ‘inside 

3. Magema Fuze (Magwaza), “Ku Mhleli We Nkanyiso,” Inkanyiso, 28 April 1893.
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Figure 4. Letter from ‘Magema Magwaza’ challenging the translation of biblical terms into 
isiZulu. Source: Magema Fuze (Magwaza), “Ku Mhleli We Nkanyiso,” Inkanyiso, 28 April 1893.
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out’ (ngokuwahlanekezela). It is this sense of a world turned inside out by 
Christianity and modernity that defines the salvationist doctrines that would 
ignite the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although he did not 
directly challenge the authority of colonial and missionary linguists, Fuze was 
challenging his contemporaries by accusing them of being complicit in the 
‘Anglicisation’ of the Zulu language. He called this hybrid language isiZulu- 
Mlungu. Thus, even before he fully articulated his doctrinal diGerences with 
his readers, he was already intimating that he would not participate in the 
‘inside out’ translation of the Bible. 

In the many years since the publication of Magema Fuze’s book Abantu Abam-
nyama Lapa Bavela Ngakona4 there have been many attempts to define the 
meaning of Christianity in the lives of converted Africans. As historians, there 
are several openings that present themselves when we think about the meaning 
of religious sentiment. There is the obvious tradition of studying mission stations 
and mission converts. There are however other possibilities for how we may begin-
ning to think about what it means to ‘read religion’ in the archives. The challenge 
that presents itself to us as historians is to distance ourselves from an ironic under-
standing of religion in people’s lives and consciousness. Instead of understanding 
religion as a form of false consciousness, it is perhaps better to begin to think of 
religion as an ideational ingredient like any other ideological element. This is 
especially true when one considers that the use of notions of ‘black messiahs’ 
and ‘black gods’ continue to be deployed in the contemporary world. The task 
facing historians is not just to take religion seriously, but to take the con.uence 
of the politics of religion and the politics of blackness seriously. Many of the 
debates that have been subsumed under the category of ‘Ethiopianism’ are also 
debates about the meaning of blackness. In popular culture, artists such as 
D’Angelo5 and Kendrick Lamar6 are styling themselves as ‘black Christs’ and 
this presents the incorrect impression that this is a novel idea. Contrary, to the 
popular image, the idea of a ‘black messiah’, or what I prefer to call ‘salvationist dis-
courses’ is not a novel idea but in fact a resuscitation of ideas that are already 
present in the work and writings of Christian converts of the nineteenth-century.

4. M. M. Fuze, Abantu Abamnyama Lapa Bavela Ngakona (Pietermaritzburg: City Printing Works, 1922).
5. Wikipedia contributors, “Black Messiah (album),” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, https://en. 

wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Black_Messiah_(album)&oldid=1235146788 (accessed August 6, 2024).
6. For a consideration of several iterations of the ‘Black Christ’ in African-American popular culture, see 

‘Black Christ in 21st Century Media’, National Museum of African American History and Culture – 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/black-christ-21st-century-media
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