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A B S T R A C T

The author points out that the term ideology has changed to a negative connotation 
following the initially positive connotation it had. The negative connotation has been 
reinforced following its association with Marxism. In this article it is pointed out that 
ideology has increasingly gained the nature o f civil religion because soteriological issues 
have come to be settled in terms ofsome immanent frame o f reference. The author looks at 
White(Afrikaner) civil religion in South Africa as well as at Black civil religion. The 
conclusion is inevitably drawn that in both Black and White civil religion in South 
Africa the fundamental message o f the Gospel has been identified with the suffering, 
oppression or nationalistic aspirations o f some or other specific group. The author 
concludes by saying that to the extent that Afrikaners have done this in the process o f  
history their experience o f history ought to be subjected to a critical test in the light oj 
Scripture. To the extent that Blacks are tempted to harness the fundamental message o f 
the Gospel to their own cultural and national aspirations, the same test has to be applied.

1. ID E O L O G Y : A P A T H O L O G IC A L  P H E N O M E N O N ?

Etymology

T h e concept o f ideology was a positive one for the French ideologues who 
coined the te rm  an d  had  in m ind a science of ideas w hich w ould provide 
certain know ledge based on observation an d  liberated  from religious 
presuppositions. T h e  concept acqu ired  its negative conno tation  after 
N apoleon a ttacked  this group  an d  accused them  o f being o ther-w ordly and  
im practical. This negative connotation  was also em phasized by M arxism , at 
a la ter stage, to signify all ideas not conducive to M arxism , or characteristic  
o f false consciousness. T h e  concept also initially  had  a strong link w ith 
action-orientated ideas propagating political change. T he negative cannotation 
of this concept seems to have d im in ished  to such an ex ten t th a t the term  is 
now used in a variety o f connotations rang ing  from  philosophical ideas on the 
one hand  th rough  political ideals to  pathological convictions designated  as 
“ m yths” . In spite o f this the term  is often used in a pejorative sense to 
designate the system of beliefs con trad ic to ry  to one’s system of belief.

T h e  te rm  can  thus be used in a neu tra l, positive o r pejorative sense. Instead  
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of using the  term  ideology in a total sense to includc a diversity o f topics such 
as epistem ological ideas, e th ical notions, religious convinctions, political 
ideals etc., it is argued  here th a t it o ught to be seen as secularized religion and  as 
such it is regarded  as a pathological o r negative phenom enon.

2. ID E O L O G Y : S E C U L A R IZ E D  R E L IG IO N

Religion is defined as the focus on an d  rela tionsh ip  to th a t w hich is regarded 
to be u ltim ate  (O lth ius, 19 ). Belief in som ething w hich provides u ltim ate  
certa in ty  in hum an  life is constitu tive of being hum an. In religion the 
u ltim ate  questions of h u m an  life such as the purpose an d  m ean ing  of 
ind iv idual an d  collective life, the goals o f living, etc. a re  dea lt w ith. It 
includes a confession as to w hat is the u ltim ate g round  o f hum an  and  societal 
existence an d  leads to a lifestyle o r m odes of action  th a t a re  a response to 
w hat is regarded  as u ltim ate. It also im plies com m itm en t an d  unconditional 
su rren d er to  th a t w hich is believed to be u ltim ate. R eligion com es to 
expression in a w orldview  w hich em bodies a set o f values an d  norm s th a t 
guide h u m an  an d  societal life and  action  an d  w hich functions as a 
in te rp re ta tiv e  fram ew ork by w hich o rd er or d isorder is ascerta ined  in 
reality . D ivergent w orldviews develop because m en p u t the ir faith  in 
different absolutes chosen e ith er from  im m anen t reality  o r from  th a t which 
is regarded  to  be transcenden t o f reality. A religious o r confessional vision, as 
an  overall view  or perspective on life, arises from  an d  is the ou tcom e o f the 
universal h u m an  need to believe in som ething, to a tta in  certa in ty , m eaning  
an d  purpose and  as such it reflects an d  expresses the to ta l personal su rrender 
an d  com m itm ent of an  ind iv idual an d  group. All kinds of ideas or entities 
can  provide such a ce rtitu d in a l an ch o r of foundation  for a w orldview  and  
can  therefore function in a religious manner. W hat is com m on to bo th  religion 
an d  its substitu te  o r secu larization , ideology, is the fact th a t they h arb o u r 
soteriological convictions concern ing  the origin, m ean ing  an d  fu tu re  of 
h u m an  life, the m ean ing  of suffering, the orig in  of evil, the possibilities of 
liberation  an d  redem ption  (G oudzw aard , n .d .)

Any conviction , ideal, belief o r idea w hich has been p rocla im ed an  absolute 
acqu ires an  ideological ch a ra c te r  w hen it is set a p a r t as an  u ltim ate  goal to 
be ach ieved a t all costs and  w ith the  use o f all possible m eans. T h e  pow er 
w hich such an  ideology acqu ires over the lives o f ind iv iduals and  
com m unities leads to the conviction th a t it will prov ide an d  g uaran tee  
welfare, p roperity  an d  progress an d  th a t it can  claim  allegiance from  those 
w ho believe in its powers, an d  th a t it legitim izes any deviation  from  norms, 
because it is believed. F rom  the afo rem entioned  a rg u m en t it is c lea r th a t
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struc tu ra lly  the re  is no difference betw een religion (either au th en tic  o r in its 
prim itive guise) and  its substitute, ideology, except the fact th a t in the case of 
au th en tic  religion the  u ltim ate  point o f reference is transcenden t and  the 
con ten t o f its soteriology is not localized in reality  itself, bu t is given th rough 
revelation. In ideology, sotcriological issues are  settled in term s of some 
im m anent fram e of reference. Civil religion represents such an ideology.

3. C IV IL  R E L IG IO N : IN T R IN S IC A L L Y  ID E O L O G IC A L ?

Since Bellah 's (1967) in troduction  of the term  “ civil religion” into the 
analysis o f A m erican  cu ltu re , it has becom e an exp lana to ry  an d  analy tical 
tool for a g rea t diversity o f political, nationa l and  cu ltu ra l phenom ena. As 
Bellah po in ted  o u t in his o rig inal essay, his own use of the te rm  “ civil 
relig ion” was not o rig inal bu t a borrow ing  from  J .J .  Rousseau (1967) who 
used this term  to signify the type of national religion w hich will be able to 
unify a sta te an d  provide the bond o f social cohesion w hich, he argues, is 
needed for the existence of the state, am idst the dissension an d  conflict 
caused by the existence o f a varie ty  of religious convictions. B ellah’s analysis 
o f the “ A m erican way of life” has becom e the parad igm  for o the r analyses of 
this phenom enon  in o ther cu ltu ra l settings. T his controversy surfaced in the 
South  A frican cu ltu ra l se tting  approx im ate ly  in 1975 w ith the pub lication  
of M oodic’s The rise o f  Afrikanerdom in w hich he traces the roots an d  structu re  
of A frikaner civil religion in South Africa. O thers soon followed in his stead. 
W here M oodie defined civil religion w ith respect to the A frikanernation  as 
“ the religious d im ension of the s ta te” , it differed from Bellah’s view. Bellah 
d id  not define it as the  w orship o f the  state , b u t as the inev itab le self
understand ing  of the A m erican people (Villa V icencio, 1977:p. 11).

It is argued  here th a t both  Bellah’s app roach  an d  M oodie’s analysis term s 
of the thesis o f civil religion, are inadequa te  to understand  the true  n a tu re  of 
civil religion in general an d  A frikaner civil religion or Black civil religion 
specifically. N ot all se lf-understanding  of a people is per definition 
ideological by n a tu re  and  not all in te rp re ta tion  o f the political dim ensions of 
cu ltu re  in term s o f religious insights o r convictions constitu te  a d isto rtion  or 
dev iation  o f true  or au th en tic  religiosity. T h e  crucial issue in this respect is 
the recognition of the fact th a t cu ltu ra l o r national selfunderstanding 
acquires ideological overtones w hen it sta rts function ing  in a  religious 
m anner. T h e  m ere presence o f religious them es such as suffering, reb irth , 
destiny, ca lling , etc. m ight be ind icative o f the presence o f civil religion 
traits, bu t need not necessarily point to ideological elements.
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W hat is needed is a very careful analysis o f the m an n er in which certain  
ideals and  convictions function w ithin the political system or the cu ltu re  of a 
group. Civil religion becom es a reality  once som e or o th e r political o r social 
(cu ltu ra l o r  o ther) ideal provides a basis o f ce rtitu d e  and  social cohesion, to 
such an  ex ten t th a t it becom es an  u ltim ate  goal w ith  its concom itan t 
abso lu te values an d  norm s th a t a re  subservient to this u ltim ate  goal. T he 
im p o rtan t point is to clearly  distinguish betw een legitim ate group  cohesion 
an d  un ity  w ith its sym bols an d  ritua ls an d  values and  ideologically derailed  
group  cohesio w ith its ideologically inflated symbols an d  rituals. T he 
national flag an d  national an th em  of a  country  are not per definition 
sym bols o f  the civil religion, bu t can  becom e such symbols once they 
function  w ith in  an ideological fram e of reference in w hich the nation  or the 
sta te  is endow ed w ith u ltim ate  value. This im plies th a t civil religion is 
intrinsically  ideological because it inevitably  elevates some social o r political 
ideal o r sta te  o f aiTairs to th a t w hich is u ltim ate . It does not, on the o ther 
hand , im ply th a t national, political o r cu ltu ra l ideals w ith the ir variety  of 
symbols, necessarily represent ideology.

4. W H IT E  (A F R IK A N E R ) C IV IL  R E L IG IO N  IN  S O U T H  A F R IC A

T h e  analysis o f A frikaner nationalism  in South  A frica since the in troduction  
of B ellah’s concept of civil religion, has very seldom  been understood  or 
explained  by non-A frikaans-read ing  au tho rs in any o th e r sense th an  only as 
an  ideological d istortion . T h e  s ta n d a rd  procedure by m eans o f w hich such a 
conclusion is reached  is an  analysis of A frikaner history w ith special 
reference to  the presence o f so-called “ civil religious” them es such as eg. the 
calling  of the  A frikaner people, the prom ised L and  (to be reached  by the 
G rea t T rek), the religious se lf-understanding  w hich especially becomes 
a p p a re n t in the in te rp re ta tio n  o f the historical events a t Blood R iver, the 
em phasis on  so-called crea tion  o rd in an ce  w hich w ould im ply th a t the 
“ volk” or n a tio n a l o r cu ltu ra l g roup  is called to preservation  of its identity , 
etc. T h is type of analysis can only be refuted once it is recognized th a t civil 
religion entails more th an  the m ere identification  of such themes.

I would like to  argue th a t a lthough  these them es could refer to possible traits 
o f civil relig ion in the Bellah an d  M oodie sense of the term , the ac tua l 
ch a rc te r  o f A frikaner civil religion ought to be sought elsewhere. I w ould 
also like to  argue  th a t A frikaner nationalism  as such does not necessarily 
represent ideological nationalism , b u t harbou rs elem ents o f an  ideological 
d isto rtion  w hich o ugh t to be d istinguished from au th en tic  an d  leg itim ate 
nationalism . Let m e develop the first a rgum ent. W hen looking a t some of
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the historical roots o f A frikaner nationalism  it is soon clear the it d rew  from 
various h istorical an d  cu ltu ra l an d  philosophical sources and  roots, one of 
w hich could  be called D u tch  Calvinism . C en tra l to this no tion  o f Calvinism  
was the confession o f th e  fact th a t faith  an d  religious convictions necessarily 
w ould lead to  an  an tithesis betw een believer an d  unbeliever within the 
nation  o r cu ltu re  — an  idea w hich very soon becam e p a r t and  parcel of the 
A frik an er/h eritag e . This m ean t th a t the nation  o r sta te o r cu ltu re  could  not 
be declared  u ltim ate , because w hat was u ltim ate  was the decisive faith  in 
G od w hich rela tiv ized  all o th e r tem porary  certitudes and  relationships. 
W ith in  such an  ap p rao ch  the  variety  of g roup  relationships such as nation, 
people an d  cu ltu re  had  a legitim ate place w ith  the  und erstan d in g  th a t the 
antithesis betw een the believer an d  the unbeliever relativized all o f these 
relationships. U nfortunately  this notion of the antithesis was never historically 
p a rt o f A frikaner cu ltu re. A different one was. G radually  the notion of 
C hristian  nationalism  developed in  w hich the  idea of the antithesis reveals a 
very sub tle shift o fem phasis. It becom es universalized in the sense th a t it now 
divides two n a tio n a l o r cu ltu ra l groups from  one ano ther. T h e  im perialistic 
oppression by the  British is now identified w ith  evil; redem ption is liberation  
from  the  oppression o f  the  political yoke an d  th e  “ enem y” is now a  n ational 
enem y. W h a t had  been app licab le  to the church  as G od’s people now  is 
transferred  to  the nation  as such an d  very subtly an  identification takes place 
betw een G o d ’s cause, w hich is u ltim ate , an d  the national cause, w hich is 
relative. In  this process bo th  the developm ents in the realm  of p arty  politics 
and  the developm ent o f the  schools were instrum ental. T h e  cu ltu ra l 
configuration  w ith  w hich the researcher is now confronted  is the fact th a t 
the cen tra l no tion  of a people o r “ volk” has been elevated  to a cen tra l 
ideological goal an d  has acqu ired  u ltim ate  value. Y et not all m anifestations 
o f pa trio tism  an d  nationalism  can  be subsum ed un d er this d isqualifying 
ep ithet. W hen the legitim ate allegiance to  nation , state o r people is 
relativized by an  u ltim ate  allegiance to G od it has a legitim ate role to play. 
T h e  consequence o f the abovem entioned d isto rted  concept of the antithesis 
led to  the  developm ent of a public sphere w hich, although it is called 
C hristian , takes its cues from  national ideals an d  symbols, an d  a private 
sphere in w hich personal religious beliefs are to lerated . P ietism  w ith  its 
em phasis on  personal sa lvation  an d  its lack of em phasis on societal 
involvem ent o f the  C hristian , was in strum en ta l in the crea tion  o f this 
d ichotom y betw een the pub lic  an d  p rivate  realm s. This public  realm , 
constitu ted  by the nation-sta te  an d  p redom inan tly  identified w ith the cause 
of the A frikaner people was christened “ C hristian -na tional” .
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5. B LA C K  C IV IL  R E L IG IO N

T h e  sam e pietism  had  also been in strum en ta l in the developm ent o f Black 
civil religion. F rom  its first confron tation  w ith w hite C hristian ity  in 
S ou thern  A frica, Black cu ltu re  has been confronted  w ith a  message d irected  
a t separa ting  personal religious convictions an d  politics “ by keeping a 
heavenly peace concern ing  the critica l function of the C hristian  vis-á-vis 
politics” (Boessak, 1977:p. 38). Black C hristian  cu ltu re  becam e a curious 
m ix tu re  o f “ safe” reform ed tru th s  an d  a strange pietistic “ o ther-w orld- 
religiosity”  w hich m ade it p rac tica lly  impossible to be involved in political 
issues as C hristians. T h e  response w ith in  the Black com m unity  to the ir own 
situation  led to the g rad u a l developm ent o f w hat has com e to be know n as 
“ Black consciousness” , w ith its concom itan t v a ria n t o f liberation  theology, 
called Black Theology.

T h e  question  arises as to w hether this phenom enon can  also be seen as an 
instance o f civil religion in the sense defined above. I w ould w an t to argue 
positively. T h e  lite ra tu re  provides one w ith  a diversity  o f theoretically  
fo rm u lated  positions a ttem p tin g  to explain  the  rela tionsh ip  betw een 
religion an d  Black cu ltu re an d  nationalism .

T h e  A m erican  Black libera tion  theologian , C leage, p ropaga ted  a Black 
theology w hich is a  justifica tion  for w h a t could  be called  Black C hristian  
nationalism . In  this theology Black nationalistic  ideals are decisive and  
C leage tries to  m ake ou t a case for a conception o f the M essiah as a Black 
person w ho cam e for the liberation  of the Black peoples. H ere we have 
religious notions clad  in the guise o f nationalistic  ideals an d  function ing  in a 
religious, i.e. ideological, m anner. Religious notions are in te rp re ted  in term s 
o f Black n a tio n a l and  cu ltu ra l aspirations. Such an  a ttem p t could of course 
only represen t a  d isto rted  herm eneutics. It acquires its ideological overtones 
the m om ent it also functions in a religious m a n n er by im buing  Black 
cu ltu ra l an d  national life w ith u ltim ate  soteriological qualities.

T h e  second position — th a t o f M anas Buthelezi (unpublished  paper, 1974, 
referred to by Boessak, 1977) sim ply argues th a t the  cu rren t experience of 
the Blacks in S ou thern  A frica is fu ndam en ta lly  th e  sam e experience w hich 
the A frikaner cu ltu re  historically  experienced  an d  therefore represents a 
type of inverse “ A frikaner C hristian  nationalism ” w ith o f course the sam e 
possible civil religious overtones. This position has m erit. In some sense one 
is dea ling  w ith  a  second o r perhaps evern  th ird  generation  ideology here. 
Blacks reac tin g  idealogically  over an d  aga inst A frikaner — C hristian
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national ideology w hich in tu rn  was a reaction  against British im perialism .

T he th ird  position — th a t o f Boessak — is h a rd e r to deal w ith. H e argues 
th a t C hristian ity  canno t be ap p ro p ria ted  by any nationalistic  group  or 
cause; th a t Black T heology is a con tex tua l theology w hich m ust not yield to 
critical accom m odation  becom ing a cu ltu ra l theology o r a religion of 
cu ltu re  (Boessak, 1977:p. 43). It is exactly  the  con ten t of this concept of 
“con tex tua liza tion” of the C hristian  religion w hich u ltim ately  opens the 
door for the notion o f civil religion in the Bellah-sense of the term s, to m ake 
it’s ap p earan ce  in Boessak’s thought. A lthough the presence of the them es of 
exodus, sufiering, calling etc. are presented as p a rt an d  parcel of his Black 
(liberation) theology I w ould like to  argue th a t it need of course yet 
hecessarily be signs of the presence o f civil religion. W hen he suddenly adds 
the claim  th a t only th rough  the political liberation  of the Blacks, can  the 
W hites now  too becom e liberated , I d iscern a soteriological quality  being 
ascribed to  the Black po litical experience. M y a rg u m en t now is th a t not the 
m ere presence of so-called “civil religion” notions signifies the presence of 
civil religion, even if they are indicative of the “ religious” self-understanding 
of a people, b u t they becom e ideological w hen ultim acy is ascribed to some 
aspect o f this se lf-understanding. This I regard  to be present the m om ent 
w hen Boessak argues th a t one p articu la r, relative type o f contex t (the 
“ Black” experience) is p roclaim ed the ep itom e o f u ltim ate  (political) 
liberation  also for o the r cu ltu ra l groups. T his I regard  as an  unm istakeable 
ideological — an d  therefore also civil religious — trend. T h e  “ Black 
experience” acquires a soteriological function, it is ascribed a redeem ing 
quality .

6. D E M Y T H O L O G Y : T H E  O N L Y  R O U T E

T h e only ad e q u a te  rou te  to dem ythologizing the abovem entioned forms of 
ideology is th e  c ritica l ev a lu a tio n  o f these p h en o m en a  th ro u g h  the  
ap p lica tio n  o f a  concep t o f religion on the one h and  an d  ideology on the 
o th e r hand , w hich acknow ledges the la tte r  as a negative or distorted  
instance o f the former. This provides criteria  by m eans of w hich civil religion 
can  be judged as instances of religion, b u t then  qualified as ideological 
d istortions o f this phenom enon. T h e  criterion  here is the fact th a t the 
m om ent any  relative aspect o f hum an  life an d  hum an  existence is given 
ultimacy it acqu ires a  “ religious” significance and  w hen this replaces the 
U ltim ate , G od, it becomes ideology.

In the case o f A frikaner civil religion a com m on denom inato r type of
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C hristian ity  perm eating  the public national sphere gradually  acqu ired  an  
u ltim ate  ch arac ter. It becam e identified w ith the national ideals and  
asp ira tions o f a n  e thn ic  an d  cu ltu ra l g roup  an d  universalized  to such an 
ex ten t th a t the Biblical no tion  of the antithesis betw een believer and  
unbeliever w ith in  the one nation  or cu ltu ra l group , was rep laced  by the 
antithesis betw een the  m em bers of the A frikaner people on the one h and  an d  
the  opposing, oppressive group , the British, on the o th e r hand . Evil, the 
“ enem y” , sin, redem ption , all acq u ire  nationalistic  an d  cu ltu ra l overtones 
in this process an d  this leads to  a religious sanction ing  o f the  most 
fundam en ta l convictions o f the A frikaner people.

Boessak’s version o f Black libe ra tion  theology w ith  its em phasis on 
con tex tua liza tion  deliberate ly  an d  consciously w ants to steer clear o f the 
above-m entioned  tem p ta tion . Yet, it does not succeed in this endeavour. It, 
in tu rn , p rocla im s the Black (political) experience to be the m ed ia ting  and  
lib e ra tin g  experience w hich will also in the  long run  libe rate  W hites in 
S outh  Africa. It could  be argued  th a t charac teriz ing  Boessak’s position as 
“ civil re lig ion” does no t recognize th e  significance o f Black cu ltu ra l 
consciousness an d  aw aken ing  w hich has ju s t as leg itim ate a  place as 
A frikaner p atrio tism  an d  N ationalism . H e has to be given c red it for the fact 
th a t he is conscious o f the dangers o f these phenom ena. Yet, ascrib ing  a 
liberating , m ediating  and  conditional function to Black liberation  contradicts 
his very basic assum ption, viz, th a t the Gospel canno t be ap p ro p ria ted  by 
any  specific g roup  for its ow n nationalistic  o r cu ltu ra l ideals. T h e  im p o rtan t 
issue of con tex tua liza tion  still rem ains to be dea lt w ith. It is q u ite  tru e  th a t 
sin, evil, brokenness an d  sa lvation  a re  facts o f h u m an  life. It is also tru e  th a t 
C h ris t’s in ca rn a tio n  has to be acknow ledged an d  His reconciliation  though t 
th rough  in a m yriad  of concrete  an d  con tex tua l h u m an  life situations. This 
im plies th a t suffering an d  oppression are  issues th a t can  an d  ough t to  be 
d ea lt w ith  from  th e  perspective th a t th e  S crip tu res prov ide us w ith , ju s t as 
national so lidarity  an d  cu ltu ra l ind iv iduality  are phenom ena th a t ough t to 
be ju d g e d  an d  ev a lu a ted  in the ligh t o f S crip tu re . But this is a far cry from  
iden tify ing  the fu n d am en ta l m essage of the G ospel w ith  the suffering, 
oppression or nationalistic  a sp ira tions of som e or o th e r group . T o  the extent 
th a t A frikaners have done this in the process o f history the ir experience of 
h istory o u g h t to  be subjected  to a critica l test in the ligh t o f Scrip ture. T o the 
ex ten t th a t Blacks a re  tem pted  to harness the  fu n d am en ta l m essage o f the 
G ospel to the ir ow n cu ltu ra l an d  na tio n al aspirations, the sam e test has to be 
applied .
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