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THE POLITICAL FUNCTION OF SOME RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS IN (}é
SOUTH AFRICA.

A title such as the above conveys some general meaning. The
statement: ' The church has a profoun: influence on South African
political life' is fairly evideni: and may mean changing,
reinforcing or manipulating the e&stablished political order.

It may even mean working towards the abolishment of this

order. It is in this relatively neutral sense the term
'function' will be used below.

The interrelationship between politics and religion found in

the Church - State relationship is usually institutionalized.
Emergent religious movements have not reached the deqree of
institutionalization of a church. Conseqguently their relation-
ship with the governing body will not yet be routinized. Yet
they may have a profound influnence in challenging the legitimacy
of established political authourity. wWe therefore have to
postulate a much more ueneral use of tha word 'function' which

 possibly includes ‘'disfuncticn’ ard non institutionalized

elements. When speaking of 'function' we are furthermore dealing
with the political consequences of social action by religious bodies.
This raises the proklem of the orientation of social action. Is
it consciously directed towards the sphere of politics or do the
actions performed have unintended political consequences?
In order to answer this questlior it is essential to differentiate
between 'function' and ‘'intent' of zocial action. These concepts
represent two different perspe-tives on social action.
'Function' indicates an interrelationshin ckjectivated by the
scientist, whereas ‘inteni' ir a2 roziclogical sense, reflects
the expectations an actor ras «f the affects of his own action.
When 'function' overlaps wich 'intent'a a certain action has
intended consequences, or, in Merton'z‘terms, & manifest function.
When this is not fthe case., ithe conzequences are unintended and
the function latent. Intent, as noted, refers to the effects/
consequences of the action performed. In Alfred Schutz's
terms intent would inciude a projection of a future state to be
achieved. This state is envisaged by the actor in terms of a
completed action.

Intent should be clearly Gistinguished from the relatec
concept of Intentionality. Prcjeciing a future action or

intending to act is determined by the actor's perception of the



reality in which he lives. This perception and awareness of
the world the actor lives and acts in is called a relationship of
intentionality. The conCent, first developed by Brentano and
‘Husserl, has begn applied effectiveliy to the social sciences by
Stefan Strasser-and Alfred Schutz.' The ¢iestion of what meaning
the total known environment conveys to the individual should
first be examined btefore an undercstanding of meaningful action
and it's consequences could be reached. In the South African
religious movements where the 2di:zcovery of meaning plays such

a prominent role this procedure is ecsentizl. Anselm Strauss
has indicated how the problem of identity is involved in the
individuals mirroring of himsel? in his social environment.

The alienatiocn experienced when the ref i.cted image does not
represent the 'self' as understood by the observerjmay lead to
the projection and constructicen of an environmental reality which
does reflect the desired image of self. This construction most
often takes place on the reiigious plane but has far reaching
consequences in other areas as well. (Politics, Economics)
Looking at the relationship of intentionality Africans have with
their environment or evervday world, we have to differentiate
between the rurazl and urban. educated and uneducated. There
are, however, many common features in this relationship. The
passive political role Africans have in (white') rural and urban
areas are very similar. In such questions as economic develop-
ment, setitlement, education. sa’. .l care, professional mobility,
etc., all but an active role is assigned to them. In urban
areas especially the impression is created that Africans are
objects of administration being instrumentalized in the national
economy. This lack of control over their own fate is generally
resented and the presence of white society constantly offers the
opportunity for comparing their own condition with that which
they desire and for which a need has been created. D.F.Aberle

,

defines relative deprivation - "...as the negative djscrepancy
between legitimate expectatlon and actuality.,' This concept
typifies an important aspect of the Africans' relationship of
intentionality with thelr world. wnen this discrepancy remains
within tolerakle limits, the world a populetion sector lives in
may be taken for granted. Whan thig discrepancy forces itself
on a8 group of people to such an extent that awareness and
resentment of it is general, the possibility of a popular move~
ment coming into béing exists. SUch an initiative may utilize

the existing system of co-ordinates tc attain reform within the

‘3.

‘3



-~ 3 -
existing socio-peolitical order but it may also under certain
circumstances reject the system and it's rules (Constitution) for
another and new construction of reality. This for example is
the case with some millerarian movements and cargo cults. In
discussing the political function of integrative religious move-
ments, the whole spectrum of possible projections and constructs _
should be examined. We are thus not primarily interested in the
possible movement and power of rook, bishop and queen on the
chessboard but alsc in the possibility of the rules being changed
and even the composition of the chessboard/arena, itself. This
is the range of possibie acticn baefore us and may encompass
Quietism on the one hand and revolutionary activism on the other.

What has been said sofar may be applicable to political,
economic and religious forms of action. Welbourn7 suggested
that the problem of religious independentism in Africa should
not be separated from the political questions in the countries
of it's occurrence. This is a timely remark for the study of
South African rellglous phenemena too. The establishment of a
new order of things whether i+ be through the French Revolution
or a Ghost-Dance has both peolitical and religious characteristics.
In South Africa we have & rarge of gctions in +the African
religious movements. The projection of the desired state o€
affairs differs from the exlzsting order of things=. In construct-
ing a typology of the —varicus ac+ion complexes we-will take
l. the projection ot a future srate 2. *he construction of
a pattern of acticn and 3. +he consequences of the completed
acts into account.
Three basic action-complexes can be distinguished vigz.
the escapistic; adventistic and activist. The activist type of
action wants to attain a better deal for Africans through
consultation with the intention of reforming the existing order.
It may develop intec the diract action of overthrowing the
existing order as a result of the frustration of previous attempts.
The second type is characterized by the projection of an ideal
state not to be achieved throuch humap agency but through the
acts of the superratural. Man has only to prepare himself for
that cccurrence. The wnird a=%ion complex projects an ideal
secular order of the world by Coenstructing a substitute secular
order-next to the existing one which, for the time being,is
tolerated but from which refugs is taken in the substitute order.
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The last mentioned becomes a reality in the idea of a 'holy
mountain' or of the social group of the independent church

American Indians.

Escagism

The so-called Zionist churches, the large semi-messianic
movements founded kb
I. Shembe and Lekganyane and the numerous secret prayér groups
all exhibit an escapistic action-type. They are cften avowedly
non-political.

They construct alternative : ciz] orders where the Passivity
and lask of status their adherents have in the existing socio-
political order is ccmpensated for by elaborate status systems and
active pParticipation in their “hurches or movements, Members GB
who have a low status and education €7en in the African
community itself find their real identity within this substitute

order,

The evil whish be<alls mewrbers is moss frequentiy ascribed
to witchecraft or to the activity of the spirits - whether
ancestors or Holy Spirit. E~+il may manifest itself through
illness or bad luecls in evervday life. Living in'harmony with
the spirit-woria ensures heait ang good luck. Salvation is
associated with the physica: w=11 being and health of a member.
Harmony with the spirit world is foungd withir *he church group.
Church leaders, 2specially the mrophet fype play a role akin to
that of the “Aiviner in traditional Society. 'They establish the
causes of illness and misforture and Suggest purification and
strengthening procedures. Evil and misfortune which may befall
one, include losing one's Jjob, beiné endorsed ous of town, -
being caught without & pass-rook etc, The cause for these (:
misfortunes is not s2ught within the impersonal socio-political
systems but located with rerzenal agents such as the spirit or
the witch.

The projection of a more sati=fying order raraldil  to the
existing one, allows a member to earn his breac ir one but fing
his identity in the other. T"a constructs of actior are directed
at establishing harmony witi the Spirit by clearing the way for
him through purificarion and cheying his will. Neither the
projection nor the construct refer to changing or-abolishing
the existing Socio-political order, This is not intenced.

The intended consequences are se~;:lar well-being and heavenly



Feward. In a political sense this action complex may have
another unintended consequence namelv that of protest against
the existing socio-political order.

The independent churches >ften create the impression of
many small disjunct groups. Thié is far from the truth as
extensive networks of communication and Co-Operation exist be-
tween these. In 1965 the African Independent Churches Associa-
tion was formed in which these natworks were institutionalized.8
Through representative bodies such as this one the independent
churches may ente: the mainstream of events within Zouth African

Socio-political life.

Adventism

The underlying assumption of +he second action-type
postulates an imminent and dutomatic 'coming' of the ideal state.
This ideal state is often an inversion of the present socio-
political order. The constructs of action ehphssize the
breparation of the believers for this new state. Various
millenarian phenomena eXhibit this action type.

In 1856 it was prophesied to the Xhosa that the ancestors
would appear on a certain day. that the Whites would be driven
into the sea and that the sun wouid rise in the west. The 1living
had to prepare themselves by killing all their Cattle and by
burning their fielce. AL the coming of the &ncestors the Xhosa
would have received =hiundane Fant and Dagnthiru]l eatiial On the
set day 18/19 February 1857 nothing happered. Subsequently
Some 30,000 Xhosa died of starvatior. This tragic incident
has to be seen agzinst the backqround of the Subjugation of the
Xhosa tribes on the fastern Cane Burder and the population
Pressure in thic region.

In the Bulhoex incident of 1221 we have another example of
adventistic action. ' In 1907 Enoch Mgijima received a call
'to lead his people’. Subsequently +the Deeurrence of the two
world wars and their effects Were revealed *o him. The Whites
would be destroyed in the second. Initially Mgiiima founded
the religious community oF the Israelites, Shortly zfter the
first World War they occupied Crown terzitory in the Bulhoek
area. They were ~rdered to jeave but refuseqd. Mgijima
éénsidered the area to ke their Jod-riven rossession and
Prphesied the destruction cof the Whiras trying to evict them.

This would have happened without the intervention of the Israelites.
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They nevertheless armed themselves. In the confrontation with
government troops in May 1921, 183 people died. In this inci-
dent the action of preparation was followed by violent and

direct action.

Activism

This action complex can be . subdivided in constitutional
action and direct revolutioconary action. Action is aimed at
influencing the existing order irself. Whereas the Zionist
churches can be linked to the activities of representatives
of the enthusiastic American Pentecostal Movement, the

Ehtiopian churches were strongly infliuenced by the emanicipatory

tendencies of the American Neaqroes at the turn of the century.
The political undertone of Ethiopionism is marked- even in its

surviving forms today. Churches of this type exhibit a leader-

ship pattern comparable to that of a tribal chief according to
Sundkler. It is expected from the leader that he

speak on behalf of and intervene for his people. Through the
history of Ethiopionism leaders acted in this roleg working
towards a better deal for their peopié ~ not only in the narrow
framework of their respective congregations but also in that of
serving Africans in general. In the 1920's the need for a
national ch@%h was felt.10 Ethiopian leaders associated them-
selves with the ANC to make representations with the government
against discriminatory laws. The projection of a future
desired state ranged from the ideal of équal rights and
opportunities for Africans in the sz7re socio-political order as
the Whites to that of gaining ascendancy over them. Similarly

the constructs of action ranged from employing constitutional

means to using more revolutionary means. The fact that some of

the most enthusiastic leaders of the Zulu Rekellion of 1908

were preachers and crdinary member: of Ethiopian Churches proves

. ! - = . -
this point sufficienily. The action type of this category of
churches differs from the previc.s twd insofar as it comes to

grips with the system itself.

Conclusion

€

@}

C

In this paper we have attemprad fo illustrate the motivaticnal

structure of the actions of some religiove movements in South
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Africa. Without much elaboration it was indicated that certain
aspects of the relationship of intentionality with the experienced
world gave rise to a desire for an alternative world, which
would be acceptable to the persons involved - which could be taken
for granted. The projection of,and  action constructs towards
reaching this world,ocigrs after, what Camus would describe as a
"prise de conscience" by the Africans involved - a categorical
refusal of identirying oneself with the present~order and an
awareness of the justness of one's case:l3 When the political
function of religious movements in South Africa is formulated in
terms of revolt, there need nct be a large gap between the
intentional and functional perspectives. In fact the distinction
of functions may be much less random when the relationships of
intentionality and the intent of action are examined.

Finally it is amazing to see how the current political
ideology among Africans exhikit similar features to those found
in religious movements. The idea of a suffering people is
found in the Zionist~type sects, the secret prayer groups, the
'*Israelites' and among the EthiOpi%2§. Luthuli's autobiography
bears the title - Let My People Go. The relationship of

intentionality is characterized by suffering throﬁgh the whole
spectrum of the religicus movements. At the one end suffering
is sickness and misfortune - at the other it becomes articulated
in a clearer way.

Another common feature 1s the reference to the spirit whic
sanctions and justifies action among escapists and which r=curs
in Luthuli's autcbiography: "I have joined my people in the
new spirit that moves them today, the spirit that revolts openly
and boldly against injustice and expresses itself in a determined
non-violent manner." 13

These are only two examples among many and it would be worth-
while to conduct further study into the probklem of the role
diverse religious movements in Scuth Africa nlay in preparing

the way for a language of revolt.

Dr. G. Schutte
Department of Social Anthropology 28th July 1972.
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