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SUMMARY 

This project considers a liberationist meaning of the concept of הדר  (rādāh) found in 

the Priestly material of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. The study starts from a presupposition that 

the South African history of biblical interpretation is problematic, and this remains a 

challenge in the post-apartheid era. Secondly, there is a general paucity of exegesis 

of African liberation hermeneutics on creation narratives. Lastly, the historical-critical 

method, which dominates commentary on Genesis 1:26-28, is inadequate in 

addressing issues of social justice. 

In Genesis 1:26-28, הדר  as an enigmatic and phenomenal concept that invites 

investigation has undergone enormous scrutiny in past scholarship. In these verses, 

no construct has been evaluated more fervently and attracted curiosity more than the 

concept of הדר , which traditionally translates as “dominion.” To date, it remains a 

striking literary construct giving birth to lively disputes and discussions among scholars 

across generations.  

The study primarily fits within the ambit of Old Testament studies with a particular 

perspective of African liberation hermeneutics. Thus, the study is based on the 

presupposition that it is legitimate to read the Bible through “Other lenses” than the 

traditional historical-critical lens. It demonstrates that there are other valid 

hermeneutical approaches to reading the Old Testament based on the social realities 

of contemporary Africa. The study acknowledges that Africa is far more a complex 

continent with varying cultures, religious experiences and political history. The study 

presents an exegetical case study by dealing with expanded understanding of הדר  that 

includes caring for fellow human beings by way of social justice. This marks a major 

inexorable shift of hermeneutical and epistemological power from the West to other 

parts of the globe. The study also contributes to post-apartheid discourse on the 

relevance of African liberation hermeneutics. 



iv 

Key Terms: 

• African Biblical Hermeneutics

• Contextualisation

• Creation

• Ecojustice

• Genesis

• Historical-critical approach

• Liberation hermeneutics

• Mythology

• Oukasie community

• Post-apartheid

• Post-colonial

• Priestly source

• Radar ( הדר ) 

• Social Justice

• Stewardship

• Worldview



v 

ABBREVIATIONS 

AJBS - African Journal of Biblical Studies

ANE - Ancient Near East

APQ - American Philosophical Quarterly

ATJ - African Theological Journal

BA - Biblical Archaeologist

BBR - Bulletin for Biblical Research

BOTSA - Bulletin for Old Testament Studies in Africa

BR - Bible Review

BT - Black Theology

CBQ - Catholic Biblical Quarterly

CBR - Currents in Biblical Research

CJRS - Caribbean Journal of Religious Studies

HIR - Harvard International Review

HS - Hebrew Studies

HTR - Harvard Biblical Review

ITQ - Irish Theological Quarterly

JANES - Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Studies

JBL - Journal of Biblical Literature

JBS - Journal of Black Studies

JBTSA - Journal of Black Theology in South Africa

JCC - Journal of Corporate Citizenship

JSOT - Journal for the Study of the Old Testament

JTI - Journal for Theological Interpretation

JTS - Journal of Theological Studies

JTSA - Journal of Theology for Southern Africa

OTE - Old Testament Essays

OTSSA - Old Testament Society of South Africa

RT - Religion & Theology

SBL - Society of Biblical Literature

SHE - Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae

STJ - Stellenbosch Theological Journal

TB - Tyndale Bulletin



vi 

TJ - Trinity Journal

TS - Theological Studies

TT - Theology Today

TZ - Theologische Zeitschrift

ZAW - Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft



1 
CHAPTER 1: 

THE ISSUE AT STAKE 

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

This introductory chapter highlights some issues within a bigger and more complex 

hermeneutical and methodological discourse of Old Testament studies. On the world 

stage, the last several decades have seen a growing interest in approaching the Bible 

through “Other” lenses.1 The scope of this hermeneutical consciousness, whose intent 

is to read the Bible from a self-conscious perspective, has yielded a wide spectrum of 

exciting approaches and nuances. It is now possible to speak of Latin American 

perspective, Asian perspective and African2 perspective, for example. Consequently, 

these contemporary hermeneutical approaches have brought about new experiences 

and meanings from the biblical text. In the context of South Africa, this dramatic re-

orientation is already identified with the emergence of liberation hermeneutics.  

Several factors (political, economic, religious and cultural) have led to this dramatic 

reorientation in biblical hermeneutics. I will not rehearse them here because the scope 

and complexity of the discourse goes beyond the task at hand. Suffice to say that most 

of these factors are driven by the desire for emancipation from the dominance of the 

1 I am using the concept of the “Other” as a key concern from post-colonial studies. In brief, post-colonial 
studies see the world "as divided into mutually excluding opposites. The “Self” (Us) represents the 
dominant West. The West is Christian, civilised, ordered, rational and good whereas the “Other” 
represents Africans who were treated by the missionary-colonial agents as heathens, uncivilised, 
chaotic, irrational and evil. The “Other” was demonised, stigmatised, anathematised and therefore could 
be colonised and exploited by the dominant “Self” during colonisation. It is not uncommon to find 
constructs such as “Third World,” “the Missions,” “former colonies,” “underdeveloped,” and “developing” 
countries. All these point to the “Other.” 

2 The noun “Africa” and the adjective “African” in this study will be used to refer to a distinct and broad 
category of consciousness that goes beyond the writings of scholars located within the African continent 
to include the scholars of African descent in the Diaspora, together with those who choose to embrace 
the “African culture, religion and traditions” (Adamo 2015a: Ukpong 1999b). There continues an 
unending insider-outsider polemic about who and what the “African” is (West 2018). Speckman 
(2016:213) has posed the question, “Is it a mere association with the geographical area, or is it the 
essence or content?” With reference to this polemic, “it is the content that determines whether a writing 
is engaging in African biblical interpretation” (Mbuvi 2017:156). However, with the wide spectrum of 
“African” stances and practices, the reader must still be warned of the heterogeneous variations in the 
expression of African Biblical Studies (Adamo 2015a:33; Mbuvi 2017:152) because within the African 
continent, there are widely held cultural beliefs and significant differences among the communities. 
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historical-critical approach and the zeal to appropriate the biblical texts from Africa’s 

post-colonial perspective and convictions. Indeed, the experience of not being heard 

or taken seriously frustrates African scholars and others from non-Western parts of 

the world. These new perspectives and consciousness help us see things in the text 

that we would ordinarily not experience. My goal is that South African liberation 

hermeneutics would transcend the initial phase of frustration and rhetoric and start 

formulating a complete liberationist commentary on the Bible. 

To begin with, my aims and parameters deal with a particular strand of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics3 that focuses on oppression, socioeconomic inequalities and social 

injustice as material poverty of the poor (Mosala 1986:178). A key factor is that 

liberation hermeneutics is a recognisable and an established approach among the 

many contemporary approaches in biblical interpretation. The method of liberation 

hermeneutics differs from the customary historical-critical approach and has brought 

about a dramatic change and orientation in biblical interpretation. By using the 

experiences and worldview of the poor and the marginalised to read the Bible, the 

approach offers an unusual connection with the biblical text. I find liberation 

hermeneutics helpful and necessary in insisting on self-conscious reading of the Bible 

from a particular social reality. Therefore, the study rejects the idea of an objective, 

apolitical, unaffected and detached biblical interpretation. A liberationist reading is a 

specific application of this hermeneutical fact. This perspectival commitment remains 

valid in the post-apartheid South Africa. 

As a distinct interpretive strategy with its own principles and theoretical framework, a 

liberationist reading offers Black South Africans a relatively less explored opportunity 

to understand creation narratives as well as concepts such הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28. 

From a historical point of view, the ascendancy of the missionary-colonial enterprise 

3 Notwithstanding that African Biblical Hermeneutics is often referred to in the singular, it is apparent 
that from a perfunctory study of its history, it is not a homogeneous phenomenon. African Biblical 
Hermeneutics is practiced in different socio-economic and cultural contexts on the African continent 
and its Diasporas. African Biblical Hermeneutics consists of various distinct interpretive trajectories, 
perspectives, nuances and approaches. These are to be approached as an expression of the rich 
diversity of the African reality. They emerge from and are influenced by various African life interests, 
consciousnesses, commitments and socio-political and historical moments (Mbuvi 2017:168; West 
2018:241).  
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on the African continent dominated, alienated and anathematised the African 

perspective of reality (culture and religion in particular) in the interpretation of the Bible. 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2004b:455) notes that “With strangers imposing their 

cultures, languages, ideologies et cetera on the continent, Africa became a stranger, 

ironically on its own territory.”  

Perhaps no other biblical passage has produced as much debate among scholars, 

philosophers and scientists in the last 2,000 years as Genesis 1:1-2:4a. This pericope 

lies at the heart of both Jewish and Christian theologies of creation. The Priestly 

creation narrative in Genesis 1:1-2:4a presents creation as orderly and harmonious. 

Human beings are created in God’s image ( מלצ ) and given הדר  over creation. It then 

concludes the act of creation with a divine assessment that it was indeed very good 

( דאמ בוט  ). If the P creation narrative could be simplified in this manner, the important 

question to wrestle with is: Why is its interpretation problematic? Both Mosala (1989) 

and West (2018) argue that the Bible is a site of struggle.  

In my opinion, the problem does not lie with the text alone, the interpretive process 

itself is also a site of ideological struggle. The definitions of ideology/ideological are too 

many to mention in this study. However, suffice it to mention that I find Barrett’s 

(1980:97) definition useful for the purpose of this study. She defines ideology as “a 

generic term for the processes by which meaning is produced, challenged, reproduced, 

transformed.” In “New World Encyclopaedia” (2018), ‘ideology’ is defined as “a set of 

ideas, beliefs, or stance that determines a perspective with which to interpret social 

and political realities.” It can therefore be surmised that ideology influences how people 

interpret their reality whether in politics, economics or in their religious experiences.  

Questions about the Bible as an expression of ideologies of various interest groups 

are not new. Biblical scholarship has long acknowledged the ideological dimensions 

of biblical texts themselves (Barr 2000; Gottwald 1979; Ukpong 1995; Wendland 

2004). The lesson for the African Bible reader is that biblical texts should not be 

approached as neutral and ideologically innocent historical artifacts. Taylor (2007) 

notes that ideological criticism has become a distinct and separate methodology in 

biblical interpretation. In the context of African biblical interpretation, the meaning of a 
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biblical text is produced from a particular socio-cultural and political setting. This 

underscores West’s (2020:3) argument that “…the Bible is in itself, intrinsically and 

inherently, a site of ideological struggle.” An example of ideological criticism within the 

tradition of South African liberation theology is found in the work of Mosala (1989) but 

ideological criticism can also be found in the various expressions of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics. There are deep-seated problems in the character of biblical 

interpretation. That being said, we can agree with the principle that a biblical text may 

be a vehicle to a variety of meanings to different readers. 

Understandably, the study involves a contextual reading of the concept of הדר  in 

Genesis 1:26-28 from a post-apartheid South African liberationist perspective. African 

liberation hermeneutics in general has not paid much attention to creation narratives. 

A cursory look at the history of liberation hermeneutics does not show a particular 

interest in mythical, poetic and aesthetic texts. Instead, there seems to be a preference 

for historiography and prophetic literature. This lacuna impoverishes African liberation 

hermeneutics in its coverage of non-historiographic texts. 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a and the concept of הדר  have been studied within various historical, 

theological, dogmatic and scientific contexts by scholars deploying different methods 

of interpretation (Van Dyk 2009a:423-424). This indicates that one can read the biblical 

text for various purposes and with different methods which relate to these purposes. 

Literature on the pericope and on the concept of הדר  is limitless but shows no sign of 

abating. The ongoing fascination of this pericope and in particular on הדר  is driven by 

the nature of humanity in relation to God and other creation.  

Amongst these various works is the publication of a highly influential 1967 article in 

the journal called Science entitled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” by 

Lynn White. In this article, White blames Western Christianity for the world’s ecological 

woes. White traces the origin of the problem to the traditional interpretation of הדר  as 

forceful use of power, which came to be called “dominion mandate.” According to 

White (1967:1203), this violent, masculine and anthropomorphic interpretation gave 

human beings the power to exploit nature. The “dominion mandate,” which emerged 
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from this anthropomorphic interpretation has characterised the greater part of the 

history of the הדר . The “dominion mandate” and other related meanings have emerged 

largely from Eurocentric perspectives that promote Western theological, ecclesiastical 

and dogmatic interests. However, considering White’s criticism as well as the 

increasing ecological crisis, theologians began to re-examine the possibility of a 

‘softer’ meaning of הדר  and to consider alternative sources of wisdom and new models 

of intra-creational relatedness that would incorporate concepts of stewardship, 

reciprocity, wholeness of creation and caring for the earth (Habel 2000a). Clearly, 

there is a need to widen the epistemological and wisdom base for the understanding 

of human הדר  over nature and other human beings. 

Missing though in the history of interpretation of הדר  are matters emanating from 

Africa’s socio-political context such as social justice and the cry of the poor and their 

liberation. Oppression, racism, patriarchy, economic inequalities and other forms of 

marginalisation are hardly associated with creation narratives. The whole new world 

of post-independent and post-apartheid Africa presents a fascinating theological and 

philosophical space, a fertile ground and paradigm shift for an African hermeneutical 

consciousness and reflection as biblical interpretation ought not remain the same. This 

paradigm shift affords Old Testament scholarship a space for self-orientation and 

development as well as a measure of hermeneutical control over the Bible. This would 

lead to reading the Bible critically and redefining Christian traditions in an affirmative 

manner and from a post-apartheid black perspective. A re-reading of the concept of 

הדר  therefore stands in continuity with the tradition of South African liberation 

hermeneutics. I hereby submit that, if understood from the perspective of liberation 

hermeneutics, the concept of הדר  could help redress and shape South Africa’s 

Christian praxis particularly issues of social injustice.  

At issue here, of course, is that Black people have suffered violence and the negative 

impact of colonialism, imperialism and apartheid. The limited voices and perspectives 

of those who have suffered violence and oppression at the hands of fellow human 

beings imply that the meaning of P creation narrative itself has been tested. The P 

creation narrative and the concept of הדר  need to be engaged by black voices, 
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interests and perspectives so that humanity in the South African context can restore 

creation as םיהלא  first created it. In light of the observations and conclusions of the 

previous chapter, social injustice and all forms of oppression and marginalisation are 

an antithesis to the post-creation declaration, דאמ בוט  הנהו   (‘Indeed, it was very good’). 

Going back to justify a liberationist reading, the impact of Western worldview and logic 

on the African psyche cannot be underestimated. These were transmitted to the 

African believer through the Eurocentric interpretation of creation stories and were 

then disguised and adopted as Christian worldviews. The logic of Western creation 

theology was part of the Christian initiation and training, ecclesiastical dogmas and 

denominational practices. Subsequently, Africans unknowingly accepted these 

worldviews as biblical and therefore Christian. At the same time, Africans were forced 

to abandon their own worldviews. The basic assumption here is encapsulated in Said’s 

(1993: xii) observation that “stories are at the heart of what explorers and novelists 

say about strange regions of the world: they also become the method colonised people 

use to assert their own identity and the existence of their own history.”  

The stories of human origins in the book of Genesis are not just mythical and 

fascinating, in my opinion. More significantly, their Western interpretation continue to 

communicate Eurocentric worldviews (about God, humanity and nature) and such 

worldviews in a sense determine how Africa’s social relationships and institutions, 

political and economic structures are arranged. This happens to the detriment of 

African people, their culture, relationship structures, indigenous knowledge and 

worldview. I agree with Okri (1997:112) that: “Stories are the secret reservoir of values: 

change the stories individuals and nations live by and tell themselves, and you change 

the individuals and nations.” The imperial logic of missionary-colonial enterprise 

created the system of hermeneutical oppression. We need a change in hermeneutical 

logic to reconstruct the system of epistemic oppression and power. 

Based on the tradition of African liberation hermeneutics, I would like to state an 

important assumption upon which this study is based. This study approaches Genesis 

1:1-2:4a as an ideological response dealing with Israel’s material and real-life situation 

of captivity and exile. According to Anderson (1983:15), “biblical texts have been used 
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as warrants or dicta probantia for ethical or theological positions arrived at on other 

grounds.” As ideological responses, biblical texts are formulated and pursued in 

particular material and discursive contexts. No scholar epitomises the discourse of 

ideology in biblical interpretation more clearly than Itumeleng Mosala (1989) in his 

ideological-critical work, “Biblical hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa.”  

1.2 CONTEXTUALISATION 

A problem that immediately confronts us and cannot be avoided as part of the research 

context is the discourse on the importance of “social location” or contextual biblical 

interpretation. The complexities of human existence and the diversity of human 

experiences cannot be disregarded in favour of a single worldview of arbitrary 

Eurocentric dogmatism. In my opinion, the greatest progress and moment of liberation 

in biblical interpretation is the triumph of other non-Western voices and perspectives. 

Contextualisation or appropriation, as West (2012) prefers to call it, has always been 

a polarising topic in the history of biblical studies particularly as it relates to constructs 

of universality and particularity of the meaning of biblical texts (Mosala 1989:8-9). 

Simply put, contextualisation is the word used to describe the theoretical process of 

making the meaning of biblical texts as much at home as possible in a given cultural 

context. Research into the Old Testament tradition history shows that the process of 

re-interpretation starts in the Bible itself where older traditions are continuously 

transmitted and re-interpreted in newer contexts.  

Contextual interpretation matters greatly in African biblical research because it is 

about giving prominence to Africa’s social reality or setting. That social setting then 

becomes the framework through which the hermeneutical process is guided. 

Notwithstanding the wide spectrum of opinion in terms of what contextual biblical 

interpretation entails, context in biblical interpretation is unavoidably ideological and 

political (Havea & Lau 2020:4). Put simply, all biblical interpretations are contested 

and biblical interpretation is rooted in particular contexts (Boer & Segovia 2012; 

Masenya 1995a & b; Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 2004a & b; 2005a & b; West 

1993; 2006). According to Adamo (2015b:32) African Biblical Hermeneutics “makes 

African social cultural contexts the explicit subject of interpretation.”  
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I wish to identify four fundamental realities, contexts or paradoxes that logically and 

conveniently strike me as “discourse-situation” when I think of the structure and the 

specific orientation of this study. In bringing together these four complex realities or 

contexts, I seek to highlight a rather complex backdrop for organising and analysing 

both the socio-economic and academic dimensions of the study in the South African 

post-apartheid context. These realities serve nevertheless to focus our attention on 

the challenge of African liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era. 

The first fundamental reality or paradox concerns the socio-economic conditions of 

the post-apartheid era, which continue to exclude Black people from the dividends of 

political liberation.4 Farisani (2017:14) describes the post-apartheid South Africa as a 

country that is “...still economically, racially, ethnically and religiously divided…”  

More than two decades into the democratic dispensation, South Africa is one of the 

highest unequal countries in the world (Roberts 2014:1168) and the inequality has 

racial and gender undertones. The extent of the negative impact of apartheid is 

expressed in Paragraphs 1.2.1 and 1.2.4 of the Reconstruction and Development 

Programme (RDP-1994). In those two paragraphs, the RDP unequivocally sketches 

the history of inequality in South Africa and how it has permeated every aspect of 

society:  

Our history has been a bitter one dominated by colonialism, racism, apartheid, 
sexism and repressive labour policies. The result is that poverty and degradation 
exist side by side with modern cities and a developed mining, industrial and 
commercial infrastructure. Our income distribution is racially distorted and ranks as 
one of the most unequal in the world – lavish wealth and abject poverty characterise 
our society... the result is that in every sphere of our society – economic, social, 
political, moral, cultural, environmental – South Africans are confronted by serious 
problems. There is not a single sector of South African society, nor a person living 
in South Africa, untouched by the ravages of apartheid.  

4 In this study, ‘Black people’ refers to those who are ‘black Africans, ‘coloured’ and ‘Indian people,’ who 
were victims of apartheid and who continue to suffer from the legacies of colonialism. 
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In its 2019 Report (No. 03-10-19) entitled “Inequality Trends in South Africa A 

Multidimensional Diagnostic of Inequality,” Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) also 

states that:  

Inequality in South Africa has long been recognized as one of the most salient 
features of our society. South Africa is consistently ranked as one of the most 
unequal countries in the world, an empirical fact that has its roots in the history of 
colonisation and apartheid. In addition to being extremely high, South African 
inequality appears to be remarkably persistent. 

Figure 1 below shows South Africa’s GINI Coeeficient. GINI Coefficient measures the 

extent to which the distribution of income or consumption expenditure among 

individuals or households within an economy deviates from a perfectly equal 

distribution with zero being perfect equality and 1 or 100% representing perfect 

inequality. According to the World Bank’s Inequality in Southern Africa: An 

Assessment of the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) report, “In South Africa, 

the legacy of colonialism and apartheid, rooted in racial and spatial segregation, 

continues to reinforce inequality of outcomes” (2022:3).  

Figure 1: South Africa’s Gini Coeffcient 

Source: IHS Market Regional eXplorer (2022) 

Figure 2 below is a snapshot of the number of people from different race groups living 

below the food poverty line in the past twenty-five years. The number of Africans living 

below poverty line has increased substantially. 

1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 2021
African 0,54 0,59 0,59 0,58 0,59 0,60
White 0,49 0,48 0,48 0,44 0,44 0,42
Coloured 0,52 0,57 0,56 0,54 0,55 0,56
Asian 0,52 0,54 0,52 0,48 0,49 0,50
Total 0,62 0,66 0,64 0,64 0,63 0,64
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Figure 2: People below the food poverty line (1996-2021) 

Source: IHS Markit Regional eXplorer (2022) 

 

In the context of these increasing inequalities, Bond (2000:253-308) talks about South 

Africa having shifted from “racial to class apartheid.” Buffel (2017:1) acknowledges the 

severity of the concern that, “Despite promises of a ‘better life for all’ millions of mainly 

black South Africans are subjected to pain and suffering as a result of poverty.” 

Notwithstanding many democratic gains, the promises of economic freedom and 

hopes of the liberation struggle remain partially unaddressed and unfulfilled in the 

post-apartheid dispensation.  

 

The second fundamental reality takes us through a particular academic context and 

can be judged from the publications in the market (Adebo 2016; Dolamo 2016; Molobi 

2010; Motlhabi 2008 & 2009). No doubt and without any exaggeration, the present 

South African liberation hermeneutics scholarship is in a dilemma. I stress this point 

because the dilemma is about the proverbial silence, lacuna or inactivity of African 

liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era regarding these critical socio-

economic inequalities that remain unresolved and continue to affect Black 

communities. I agree with West (2006:311) that “the struggle is not over, it continues, 

though our struggle have shifted to include, along with race and class, gender, culture, 

sexual orientation, disability, globalisation and HIV/AIDS.” There are many reasons to 

justify the relevance of African liberation hermeneutics in the task of transforming and 

1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 2021
African 13608197 14434191 12338308 10318748 14604206 19518101
White 3950 13636 8350 12412 11363 32797
Coloured 788754 753804 624477 362486 688793 839414
Asian 3516 20276 27228 10717 12528 43563
Total 14404418 15221907 12998362 10704363 15316890 20433875
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liberating the African society (Adamo 2015b:34), which primarily aims to “enhance the 

quality of life of individuals and communities...” (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & 

Ngwa 2018:4). The gravity of the inactivity of African liberation hermeneutics in its 

epistemological context cannot be ignored.  

 

It is nevertheless highly significant that the third fundamental paradox is also to be 

located within the reality of the Old Testament academy and it deals with the general 

discourse on the status quo of African Biblical Hermeneutics (Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] & Ngwa 2018; Mbuvi 2017; Ukpong 1999b; West 2018). This study is 

located within that consensus response about decentring and challenging the 

hegemony of Eurocentric epistemology in Old Testament studies. This too is a burning 

platform. Several studies such as Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ramantswana 

(2012) show that African Biblical Hermeneutics is trapped in Western hermeneutical 

presuppositions of the historical-critical method and continues to serve the interests of 

the missionary enterprise (Mbuvi 2017). Le Roux (1993) admits that the Old Testament 

scholarship in South Africa focused on the ancient text and less on contemporary 

issues. Koech (2013:23) affirms that “Missionaries brought the gospel to Africa tainted 

by their western cultural perspectives. Their interpretation of the Bible was guided by 

their own background of western rationalistic standpoint.” 

 

Mosala (1986: xi) describes the impact of the dominance of Eurocentric hermeneutics 

as “the ideological and theoretical enslavement of Black Theology to the biblical 

hermeneutics of dominant theologies leads to the promotion of those theologies...” 

From a restorative and transformative perspective of post-colonial biblical criticism, 

Dube (1996:44) concludes that: “Reading the Bible and other cultural texts for 

decolonization is, therefore, imperative for those who are committed to the struggle for 

liberation.” 

 

The fourth fundamental context follows from the above and gives structure to the 

orientation of this study. It relates directly to the history of interpretation of הדר  by 

Western Christian interests. We are all aware of the devastating effects of 

environmental damage, however, African liberation hermeneutics calls for a deeper 

reflection particularly on the relationship between the causes of such ecological crisis 
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and social injustice. The ecological issues are as much a worldwide reality as 

migration, displacement, discrimination and various conditions created by systematic 

oppression in many parts of the world.  

 

However, rather than just being trapped by environmental dogma — which is living 

with the hegemony of Europe’s ecological logic and intellectual traditions (Ngele 

2009:170), African voices should emerge to decipher and interpret הדר  and the rest of 

creation narratives in Africa’s terms. The study questions the lack of hermeneutical 

holism and interconnectedness of all things, the lack of empathy for humans living 

under poverty and injustices of colonialism and apartheid found in Western 

Christianity’s violent, masculine and anthropomorphic understanding of הדר .  

 

1.3  RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

The research problem of this study has three dimensions to it: Firstly, the history of 

the relationship between the interpretation of the Bible and Black people in South 

Africa has been described as negative (Mosala 1989:30; West 1997:99). What 

particularly stands out in this relationship is how the Bible was manipulated to justify 

apartheid. Thus, it must be acknowledged that biblical hermeneutics in South Africa 

has a problematic history. However, there are positive developments in this regard. 

One of these developments is that there is recognition that Africa’s own interpretation 

of the Bible can influence the course of history, the ethical choices that Africans make 

about their experiences, relationships, challenges and real-life opportunities.  

 

The second significant dimension is that I am struck by the significant paucity of 

reflection on Genesis creation narratives from the perspective of African liberation 

hermeneutics. This is a significant research problem that needs urgent attention. It is 

of interest to us to read creation narratives using the interpretive contextual lens of 

liberation hermeneutics. It is abundantly clear that the historical-critical method with its 

Eurocentric assumptions and presuppositions, has shaped most of the interpretation 

of Genesis 1:26-28 and the concept of הדר  itself.  

 



 13 
Thirdly, it has long been recognised that the exegetical findings of the historical-critical 

method are inadequate in assisting the African reader to understand and contextualise 

the Bible within his/her socio-economic, religious, cultural and political context. The 

interpretation of the pericope of Genesis 1:26-28 and the concept of הדר  is not 

innocent but problematic in its violent, masculine and anthropomorphic dominion. 

Mtshiselwa and Mokoena (2018) refer to this understanding as “anthropomorphic 

projectionism.” The West understands human beings as separated from and standing 

over nature and all beings. The result of such a worldview may have shaped the 

relationship of human beings with one another and has led to all forms of subjugation, 

exploitation and violation of fellow humans and nature. Thus, “The humans and the 

rest of created order that are all in bondage to the effects of a first world culture of 

consumerism, greed, and lack of concern for the future or fellow creatures” (Snyder 

2014-2015:48). According to Mosala (1986:x), the main issue is that: “Western social 

and political theologies have failed to become instruments of liberative praxis because 

they have been premised on the dominant and patriarchal class histories and cultures 

at the expense of the oppressed and women's histories and cultures.” 

 

The inadequacy of historical-critical analysis, which represents the logic and worldview 

of Western Christianity, is also buttressed by Holter’s (2011:378) observation that 

“historical-critical methodology was developed in – and as such obviously reflects – 

another interpretive context than that of contemporary Africa, namely that of the 

previous two or three centuries Europe.” Against this backdrop, the research problem 

is located in the inadequacy of the historical-critical approach to tackle issues of social 

justice compels us to reconfigure the primary task of biblical interpretation and make 

it relevant, ethical and accountable for the Black readers in their post-apartheid 

context. Thus: 

 

• Could a re-reading of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 from the perspective of African 

liberation hermeneutics produce a liberationist meaning in the post-apartheid 

context? 
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1.4 GENESIS 1:26-28: A PROBLEMATIC PERICOPE 

 

For the present purposes, we should note, of course, that the interpretation and 

meaning of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 is problematic in many ways (Anderson 1975; 

Bullmore 1998; White 1967). The book of Genesis itself (including the two creation 

narratives in 1:1–2:4a and 2:4b–3:24) is problematic because it has sparked endless 

and a congeries of debates and questions among scholars throughout the ages (Borg 

2003; Halton 2015; Hamilton 1990; Spangenberg 2003). According to Reichenbach 

(2003:47), “some have interpreted Genesis 1:1-2:3 as serving a quasi-scientific 

function, others as mythically purveying in theological garb existential concerns about 

human existence.” For example, Sailhamer (1992:7) comments that “on the whole, 

events recounted in the Creation and Flood accounts do not belong to the field of the 

historical research at all. Rather they fall in the domain of the natural sciences – 

astronomy, geology, and biology.”  

 

In what follows, I argue that the both the text of Genesis 1:26-28 and the interpretation 

of הדר  are problematic from several standpoints. Firstly, and not necessarily in 

sequence of importance, the meaning of הדר  remains problematic because creation 

narratives, due to their literary genre, are often relegated to the category of mythology 

of the ancient Near East (ANE) cosmogonies (Beyerlin 1978; Davies & Rogerson 

2005; Routledge 2008). In fact, even the much earlier scholars such as Speiser (1964: 

LV) recognised the "dependence of Primeval history on Mesopotamian prototypes." 

The subsequent study by Hoffmeier (1983:39) also argues that “any serious study of 

Genesis 1-2 must include careful and critical use of other Ancient Near Eastern 

cosmologies.”  

 

Creation narratives are couched in mythological and cultic language, and this makes 

them paradoxical to study particularly if one considers the modern rational culture of 

factual accounting. The contentious literary genre may give the impression that they 

are about distant mythology enshrined in ancient mystical dramas and therefore do 

not have an inherent capacity to portray real life socio-political issues and moral 
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teachings. Although mythological and cultic, they are full of descriptions that strive to 

define social order in ancient Israel. The P Source is a powerful genre of 

communicating existential messages and according to Stackert (2016:211), “its 

concern has often been interpreted in relation to the destruction of Jerusalem, the 

Babylonian exile, and the postexilic Judean experience.” 

 

The same could be said of ancient Israel’s understanding and use of creation 

narratives particularly if it is accepted that the P source was developed during the 

difficult exilic and post-exilic period (Albertz 2018:66; Boorer 2016:103). The loss and 

disorientation at both the individual and community levels that happened during this 

time caused all manner of challenges in all dimensions – intellectual, psychological, 

emotional, theological, political and institutional were huge. Israel had lost everything 

and was under the imperial domination of the Babylon Empire. Under such oppressive 

imperial circumstances, the authors of these creation narratives, who were conversant 

with the cultures of the ANE, gave insights into the imagined origins of the world and 

attempted to construct a unique identity of ancient Israel. According to Westermann 

(1974:11), “Out of the questioning of threatened man in a threatened world arose the 

question about the beginning and end, about coming into existence and ceasing to 

exist... The background was an existential, not an intellectual problem.”  

 

As such, creation narratives remained a theo-political document (Reichenbach 

2003:48) to the extent to which they served in directing and teaching morality, defining 

social relationships and identity of Israel amid a polytheistic environment of the ANE. 

The dominant critical consensus among scholars is that the religious world of the ANE 

was largely polytheistic, with a range of gods and goddesses (Heiser 2008; Smith 

2001). This study briefly touches on some of the significant similarities between Israel 

and the ANE. 

 

From time immemorial, people have speculated about how the world began using 

mythology (Eliade 1974; Mbiti 1989). This is problematic because with a mere mention 

of the term ‘myth,’ one runs into some difficulty. Part of the difficulty is that ‘mythology’ 

means different things to different people. According to Afolayan (2004:62), “Among 

the Bantu, as with most African peoples, myth is a powerful means of conceptualising, 
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articulating, and transmitting cosmic realities and worldviews.” In many African 

contexts, narratives about the origins of humans and other things, basic questions 

about the world in which people live, humanity’s place in the world and activities of 

deities and ancestors (Badimo) were transmitted orally from one generation to the 

other.  

 

The interpretation and meaning of הדר  remains problematic because the Hebrew word 

הדר  could be translated as dominion, reign prevail against and rule. It can also mean 

subjugation, to tread down upon and even crumble off (Brown, Driver & Briggs 

2008:921). As mentioned in the introductory remarks, a cursory look at the history of 

interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28 shows that the West has dominated and dictated the 

various meanings of הדר  in different times and contexts (Brueggemann 2002; 

Fretheim 2005; Johnson 1988).  

 

The much earlier interpretation emerging from Western Christianity came to be 

characterised by the controversial meaning of dominion, which led to a culture of 

exploitation, commodification and control. This means that human beings have a 

special authority and rule over the creatures and creation. This interpretation of הדר  is 

so widely applied and held that it has even earned a special dogmatic name, that is, 

the dominion mandate. The dominion mandate has been used to argue that human 

beings are morally allowed to clone animals (Sarfati 2002). It is used also to mean that 

we should exercise dominion over our “personalities and abilities” and that we should 

even be able to predict and control the actions of the rest of creation (Erickson 

2009:528).  

 

Included in the dominion mandate was the imperialistic inference that natural 

resources were in abundance and human beings were ‘masters’ of nature (Thomas 

1983). According to Berry (2006), this was the perspective of the world. As a result, 

the tendency of biblical theology at that time was to highlight the dominant industrial 

culture, which translated into the exploitation and brutalisation of natural resources to 

justify feeding the industrial economy of Europe. White’s (1967) article, “The Historical 
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Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” shows how the religious roots of Western Christianity 

have contributed to the environmental destruction that faces the contemporary world. 

 

Similarly, Draper (2015) suggests that the same text was used to justify the industrial 

revolution and its promotion of the profit motif by large Western corporations. This took 

the shape of the oppression of fellow human beings in the so-called developing nations 

through colonialism (journeys of so-called discoveries and the search for raw 

materials), which was a parallel process to the missionary work. According to 

Kaufmann (1985:32), the Bible “has often nourished and authorised historical crib, 

Western imperialism, and colonialism, slavery, unrestrained exploitation of the earth's 

resources, racism, and sexism…” Rouf and Wainwright (2020) conclude that the 

system that has contributed to the devastation of nature carries the very same logic 

that has caused deep harm to and stark inequities among human beings. 

 

In more recent biblical scholarship, Genesis 1:26-28 is used to develop an 

environmental ethic that would challenge the resultant consumeristic practices and 

behaviours of the modern economy (oitLimburg 1991; Santmire 1991). The earlier 

meaning of dominion mandate, which has received vicious criticism from all sectors of 

society, has been rejected as untenable and obsolete. Consequently, a turnaround 

has occurred and הדר  has become associated with the notion of stewardship. The 

same text of Genesis 1:26-28 is now used by Western scholars to develop an 

environmental ethos (Armerding 1973; Bullmore 1998; Dailey 1992; Dumbrell 1985) 

that would reverse the damage caused by the West’s industrial revolution, colonialism 

and imperialism. Some extend it as a call for good stewardship over the environment 

(Weiland & Sarfate 2002). Stewardship has come to be identified with environmental 

ethics (DeWitt 2007; Van Dyk, Mahan, Sheldon & Brand 1996). As Speth (2005) points 

out, “climate change... is the single greatest threat that societies face today.”  

 

In the tradition of African liberation hermeneutics, the creation narratives ought to be 

carefully engaged as constructs of a particular mind-set generating an imagined 

identity of a people and envisioning cosmic order and social justice. To achieve that, 

one needs to study “the place of creation in the thought of African theologians in an 
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attempt to explain their diverse approaches to the meaning of creation” (Spijker 

1994:95). 

 

1.5  POSTULATION OF HYPOTHESIS 

 

A hypothesis, according to Sarantakos (1994:161), is a “tentative explanation of the 

research problem, a possible outcome of the research, or an educated guess about 

the research outcome.” Within African scholarship, it has been argued indisputably 

that the history of biblical interpretation in Africa has been predominantly influenced 

by Eurocentric methodologies and view of reality (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and 

Ramantswana 2012; Mosala 1989). Shobat and Stam (1994:15) observe that 

“Eurocentric discourse thoroughly informed academic paradigms by situating the West 

(Europe, North America) as the center of knowledge production to maintain the 

ideology of superiority and the suppression of the other.” 

 

Consequently, African Bible readers have more than often accepted Western 

interpretation of the biblical texts without questioning. However, with the emergence 

of African Biblical Hermeneutics, one can see “an oppositional stance towards the 

missionary-colonial enterprise which brought the Bible to Africa” (Meenan 2014:120). 

In this study, I will demonstrate that by using the tools of African liberation 

hermeneutics, another reading and meaning of the concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 

is possible in the post-apartheid era.   

 
1.6  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

If Africans do not interpret these creation narratives with African lenses, and make 

them their own stories, then, they will continue to believe what Western scholarship 

has to say about them. Western interpretations will set the agenda for Africans as it 

was the case with colonialism. In relation to the main research problem, the study 

design follows the “Tri-polar model” as suggested by West (1993) and Draper (2002) 

with the following three objectives: 
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• Firstly, to apply the tools of African liberation hermeneutics to Genesis 1:26-28 

in order to arrive at a liberationist meaning of הדר . 

• Secondly, to engage with the socio-economic and political context of the post-

apartheid South Africa as a critical variable in the interpretive process. 

• Thirdly, to study Genesis 1:26-28 critically using the literary configurations of 

the historical-critical analysis. My focus is not to add to the plethora of existing 

studies of the meaning of הדר , but to extract and use some of the relevant 

findings. 

 
1.7  METHODOLOGY  

 

It must be said that the choice of methodology used in this study is ideological in nature. 

It is an undisputed historical fact that the Bible and its interpretation in Africa emerged 

in a setting of colonialism, imperialism and the missionary enterprise (Mudimbe 

1988:47; Thiong’o 1993:31; Thomas 1995:68). The result was that “Africans were 

indoctrinated on a large scale to accept Western frameworks and philosophies” 

(Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & Ramantswana 2015:1).  

 

The primary hermeneutical strategy of this thesis is to use the tools of African liberation 

hermeneutics to unlock a liberationist meaning of the concept of הדר . Although I derive 

most of my working assumptions and theoretical frameworks from the body of 

scholarship that has emerged out of Black Theology movement in South Africa, 

references to liberation theology (following the Latin American designation) in general 

will be made where necessary. The advantage of using the tools of liberation 

hermeneutics is that there is a place for liberation theologies after political liberation. 

According to West (2010b:158): 

 
As long as the God of life is engaged against the idols of death, whether these be 
the idols of neo-liberal capitalism in our government’s macro-economic policy, or the 
idols of patriarchy within our cultures and religions, or the idols of moral and medical 
discrimination in the context of HIV and AIDS, there is a need for forms of liberation 
theology that work with and proclaim the God of life. 
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However, the inevitable is upon biblical scholarship to advocate for the richness of 

juxtaposition of methodologies as a strategy for hermeneutic possibility. I am a 

proponent of juxtaposed methodologies where possible because a single 

methodology will always be limited. A juxtaposed approach of methodologies presents 

an opportunity for a greater diversity of views. A clear differentiation of “either or 

attitude” and absolutism is the unfortunate trademark of the history of Eurocentric 

biblical interpretation. The attitude and the hostility of being absolute about a particular 

methodology breeds naivety and arrogance. In fact, it does not advance the discussion 

of how to solve hermeneutical problems in biblical studies. I do not want to perpetuate 

“the tendency of each newly-discovered method to excommunicate its predecessors” 

(Barton 1996:5). In this study, I will juxtapose African liberation hermeneutics and the 

historical-critical analysis for strategic reasons given below. In my observation, the 

value of both is incontestable. 

 

African Biblical Hermeneutics acknowledges that “unless an African is enabled to 

understand Scripture in his/her own cultural patterns, the Scripture will not only lose its 

validity but its authoritative relevance as well” (Nthamburi & Waruta 1997:40). The 

question is, which methods of biblical interpretation would enable the African reader to 

understand the Bible from his/her own context? Adamo (2001b:53) argues that it must 

be a methodology that is “liberational and transformational” and at the same time it 

must decolonise the Bible or ‘liberate the Bible’ from the Eurocentric imperialising 

interpretations. According to Dube (1996:38) to ‘decolonise’ means “…awareness of 

imperialism's exploitative forces and its various strategies of domination, the conscious 

adoption of strategies for resisting imperial domination, as well as the search for 

alternative ways of liberating interdependence between nations, races, genders, 

economies, and cultures.” 

 

Although the Bible is one of the mostly read books among many Africans, there is no 

denial that its content remains ancient, ambiguous and diverse. The African Bible 

reader is distant from that ancient and foreign world of the writers of the Bible. In this 

context, the various tools of the historical-critical methodology become valuable 

because, to some degree, they can assist the Bible reader with insights into biblical 

times, the production of the text and the different literary genres.  
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1.7.1 African liberation hermeneutics 
 

African liberation hermeneutics is one of the several trajectories of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics. Therefore, in advancing the fundamental cause of African liberation 

hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era (to be liberational, transformational and 

decolonial), this study consciously identifies with the lineage of Black Theology in 

South Africa. Mosala (1991:21) describes the core mandate of Black Theology thus: 

“the task of the biblical cultural worker involved in the struggle for freedom from poverty 

is to liberate the Bible so that the Bible can liberate us.” Thus, African liberation 

hermeneutics is a methodology I espouse passionately because of its “preferential 

option for the poor.”  

 

The “preferential option for the poor” emanates from the idea that the poor and their 

social reality are the interlocutors of biblical interpretation. West (2010b:159) adds that, 

“it is also an epistemological commitment, requiring an interpretive starting point within 

the social analysis of the poor themselves.” It is the new way of constructing theology 

(Gutierrez 1973:15), which Boff (2009) calls the “socio-analytic mediation.” Similarly, 

Buffel (2015) concludes from the systematic theology perspective that: “This 

controversial phrase “the preferential option for the poor” should still be a major issue 

in Africa, and particularly in South Africa given the untold suffering and dehumanisation 

of millions as a result of the widespread poverty.” 

 

African liberation hermeneutics is not a homogenous and undifferentiated approach to 

biblical criticism. It has been practised as a response in different contexts, in many 

shapes and temperaments and covering a wide spectrum of geographical locations. 

Within African liberation hermeneutics, there are distinct responses with peculiar 

interests, viewpoints and aims depending on the requirements of its own unique social 

context. These include oppressive conditions as experienced through race, gender, 

class, sexual orientation, religion and culture (Phan 2000:41).  

 

According to Mosala (1989:67), the hermeneutical starting point of African liberation 

hermeneutics is the “social and material life” of “the black struggle for liberation.” In 
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other words, African liberation hermeneutics does not start from the Bible but from the 

data of oppression/liberation. It starts with a critical reflection on the situation in which 

the poor and oppressed find themselves. The reflection is about finding out what is 

actually happening, how it is happening and why it happens that way when seen within 

the dynamics of social, economic and political relationships of power among interested 

groups in society. Most importantly, this interpretive process keeps us away from the 

mechanistic, automatic and non-dialectical mode of applying biblical texts. 

 

Asking questions beyond the literary exegetical modes of historical-critical method is 

the distinctiveness of African liberation hermeneutics’ critical and systematic inquiry 

into biblical texts (Mburu 2019:66-67). By employing the liberationist approach, one 

can engage with Genesis 1:26-28 based on the hermeneutics of suspicion. With the 

hermeneutics of suspicion, we must challenge the Eurocentric interpretation of the 

Bible and remain suspicious of the belief that the Bible is pure Word of God and has 

no human dimension. We must refuse the Western worldview that sees the world and 

its creatures as mere resources that can be exploited and consider using African 

cosmogony to appreciate that all things and beings relate to one another, forming a 

single cosmological community. 

 

Based on a hermeneutics of suspicion, one can ask questions such as: what was 

Israel’s struggle under these exilic or post-exilic circumstances?  Against the backdrop 

of shattered symbols of independence (kingdom, temple, city of Jerusalem) and the 

disconnection from land, could the text therefore be read as an exercise in political re-

engineering of Israel? What was the ideological stance of the P Source? What effect 

did Genesis 1:26-28 have on the identity and character of the Israel? What was the P 

Source trying to legitimise or idealise with this text? Barth (1969:1-38) makes a 

relevant observation in this regard concerning the socio-anthropological phenomenon 

that nations or groups within a nation, tend to redefine their collective identity on 

specific occasions, particularly under threat or distress. I agree with Anderson 

(1994:13) who describes this text as “the inauguration of an historical drama.” 

 

By continuously applying hermeneutics of suspicion to the text and questioning the 

findings of the historical-critical analysis, one could discover that a text like Genesis 



 23 
1:26-28, which traditionally is relegated to the category of mythology and ecological 

issues, could also actually emerge as a transformative response to issues of social 

justice (Boff 1996). This is the benefit of liberationist approach because it allows for 

possibilities of other meanings. From a liberationist perspective, it is plausible to see 

the text as a product of Israel’s socio-economic and ideological struggle expressed in 

mythological and cultic constructs.  

 

1.7.2 Historical-critical method 
 

Why would a study based on African liberation hermeneutics, in principle, be 

juxtaposed with some of the conclusions of the historical-critical methodology? My 

approach in this study is situated between the extremes of complete intolerance and 

total embrace of the historical-critical methodology. It is to be noted that the role of the 

historical-critical method in African biblical studies is still being debated by African 

scholars. It is my opinion that this debate should continue. It is important to continue 

to evaluate the role of the historical-critical methodology in African biblical studies, 

acknowledge its contributions and make use of its relevant conclusions in the study of 

the Old Testament in Africa. Scholars from different schools of persuasion recognise 

that the historical-critical methodology has a repository of methodological genealogy 

that is relevant for African Biblical Hermeneutics (Holter 2011).  

 

The repository of the historical-critical methodology helps us understand the context of 

how other perspectives throughout the history of biblical interpretation have been 

shaped or reshaped. This is particularly the case with the concept of הדר  in Genesis 

1:26-28. African Biblical Hermeneutics must still function and be understood within the 

global context of biblical interpretation. It is not contradictory to highlight the limitations 

of the historical-critical methodology and still acknowledge its contributions. It is for this 

reason that in Section 1.7.2, I argue that African Biblical Hermeneutics cannot discard 

the historical-critical methodology completely. 

 

 Having stated my disposition above, the historical-critical analysis is a composite 

designation for a family of historical-critical apparatus of biblical interpretation. These 

developed from the 17th to the 20th century (Gignilliat 2012:9; Hendel 2014:438) and 
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include, among others, Tradition Criticism, Source Criticism, Form Criticism, Textual 

and Grammatical Criticism and Canonical and Redaction Criticism (Hayes & Holladay 

1993; Law 2012). In Fitzmyer (1993:12) opening paragraph of “The Interpretation of 

the Bible in the Church,” he says the following about the historical-critical method: 

The historical-critical method is the indispensable method for the scientific study of the 
meaning of ancient texts. Holy Scripture, inasmuch as it is the "word of God in human 
language," has been composed by human authors in all its various parts and in all the 
sources that lie behind them. Because of this, its proper understanding not only admits the 
use of this method but actually requires it. 

 

Without any fear of contradiction of West’s (2018:252) unapologetic argument that “the 

complicity of the Bible with European imperialism is explicit and central to the ideo-

theological orientation of African postcolonial biblical hermeneutics,” I admit that there 

is a need for dialogue with the historical-critical analysis. The role of the historical 

critical analysis remains a relevant topic for African biblical scholarship. We cannot be 

oblivious to the fact that there is huge distance in time and space between the ancient 

text of the Priestly Source (Genesis 1:26-28) and the intepretive community located in 

Oukasie Township in South Africa. According to Blenkinsopp (1992: ix), “the fact that 

these are ancient texts from a very different time and culture, written according to quite 

different conventions, in a different language, and often heavily edited, cannot simply 

be set aside.” The conclusion seems to be justified that the Bible itself ought to be 

subjected to historical investigation and the results of historical research (Barton 1998; 

Bray 1992; Oeming 2006). 

 

In so many ways, Western biblical scholars have made their point clear about the 

inadequacy and limitations of the historical-critical research (Brown 1989; Kretz 1975; 

Ratzinger 1989). From the African standpoint, this criticism castigates the method for 

being overly influenced by Western concerns (Dube 2001; Heisey 1998), presuming 

‘objective’ reading and ‘universal’ application (Speckman 1996:136-139), being 

preoccupied with the prehistory of the text and consequently neglecting contemporary 

existential issues faced by Christian communities such as oppression, injustice, 

inequality and domination. Past and present attitudes towards historical-critical 

analyses are too many to discuss in this study. However, do we throw the baby away 

with the bathwater? This question is asked in the works of many campaigners of 

African Biblical Hermeneutics (Deist 1992; Holter 2011; West 2002). In my opinion, 
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the scathing criticism levelled against the historical-critical method are valid but my 

approach is that both the historical-critical method and African liberation hermeneutics 

have something to teach other.  

 

Mosala (1994:142), who is one the foremost South African critics of the historical-

critical method, admits that “many of us have become accustomed to reading the Bible 

with the use and help of commentaries… there is of course nothing particularly wrong 

with that.” Once can assume that by “commentaries,” Mosala is referring to the 

exegetical works that apply the historical-critical method. A glance at any biblical 

commentary will abundantly confirm that this is the case.  

 

The historical-critical analysis remains valid and helpful in understanding the literary 

dimensions, genre, composition, time and place of biblical texts, without which we run 

into the biggest danger of engaging in biblical fundamentalism (Chidester 1997; 

Sakuba 2008) and literalism (Punt 2006b). Ukpong (1999c:325) concludes that we 

cannot revert to uncritical use of the Bible and we cannot afford not to “dialogue with 

the accumulated insights of more than hundred years of historical-critical Old 

Testament studies in western context.” 

 

1.8  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Different authors offer various meanings, goals, purposes and centrality of literature 

reviews within the research process. However, one can conclude that the purpose of 

literature review in any scholarly research firstly is to assess critically, review and 

present relevant literature of major themes of the study in question in an orderly 

manner in order to inform the research exercise (Dawidowicz 2010; Hart 1998; Ridley 

2012).  

 

1.8.1 Genesis 1:26-28 
 

Genesis 1:26-28 is the primary biblical resource for this study, that is, in line with 

Martey’s (1993:71) statement that “the Bible… is recognised by African theologians 

as the basic source of African theology.” Genesis 1:26-28 has inspired more exegetical 
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analyses than possibly any other single passage in the Hebrew Bible. Bird (1981:129) 

attests that, “In the history of biblical interpretation and dogmatic speculation, Genesis 

1:26-28 has proved remarkably fecund as a source of exegetical and theological 

reflection.” The universal literature on the book of Genesis in general transverses a 

landscape that is rich in literary detail and historical texture and dominated mainly by 

Eurocentric scholarship.  

 

1.8.2 Interpretative approaches to the book of Genesis 
 

The historical-critical method dominates the study of the Old Testament with its 

emphasis on literary exegetical modes of analysis (Barton 2007; Bodine 1992). One, 

therefore, must expect that the bulk of literature on Genesis 1:26-28 would be in the 

form of historical-critical commentaries. The classical commentaries wrestled with 

historical-critical questions and largely represented the Eurocentric tradition. Typically, 

scholars who are trained in Europe would be exposed to the works of Eurocentric 

scholars such as Gunkel (1964), Speiser (1964), Skinner (1969), Von Rad (1972), 

Boice 1982, Westermann (1984) and Wenham (1987), to name a few. Consistent with 

the tradition of Eurocentric scholarship, some recent commentaries, in varying 

degrees, also follow the same literary exegetical modes of analysis (Brodie 2001; 

Brueggemann 2010; Hamilton 1990). 

 

Based on the influence of anthropological studies, biblical criticism has come to accept 

the assumption that the biblical material must be understood in its proper cultural 

context. This approach finds expression in culture and feminist hermeneutics such as 

the classic work of Laffey (1988) and of Schottroff, Schroer and Wacker (1988). In the 

African context, notable is the edited volume by Dube, Mbuvi and Mbuwayesango 

(2012) which contains numerous articles that highlight feminist hermeneutics from 

African experiences. The anthropological approach further includes the categories of 

class and ethnicity (Abrahams 1996; Bird 1981).  

 

Moreover, Old Testament studies, in the twentieth century, benefited from biblical 

archaeology and ancient Near Eastern studies. Of critical importance in this regard 

are the works of Albright (1961) and Kenyon (1978). In addition to archaeological 
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discoveries, several substantial studies focus on the social, religious, economic and 

political world of ancient Israel and of the ANE. These have helped to establish 

connections between the Old Testament and the ANE. In essence, biblical 

archaeology and ANE studies investigate antecedents of religious beliefs 

and practices and the points of origin of peoples named in the Bible (Adar 1990; Cross 

1976).  

 

Thus, in the context of African biblical scholarship, the comparative approach (Stanley 

2009) investigates similarities between African culture and ancient Near Eastern 

culture, in particular, the culture of ancient Israel (West & Dube 2000). According to 

Mojola (2014:1), the motivation for this approach is that the "Old Testament is much 

loved in Africa, perhaps due to its close cultural and religious affinities with traditional 

African culture and ethnic religions." Several African scholars therefore employ the 

comparative paradigm in biblical interpretation (Adamo 2016; Le Roux 2012; 

Oosthuizen 2016).  

 

Other approaches to the study of the Old Testament focus on Introductions, Israel’s 

Histories and Old Testament Theology. These are broad overviews based on style. 

They trace the introduction to and make a diachronic development of the significant 

themes in the Old Testament such as history, creation, salvation, land and prophecy 

and so forth. Space does not allow for an extensive review of many of the major 

writings and ‘schools' of thought. Suffice to mention that the earlier works consulted 

and those which are still available include, among others, Eissfeldt (1965), Fohrer 

(1968), Hayes (1979) and Soggin (1987). More recent literature includes Albertz 

(1994), Childs (2002), Alexander (2003) and Cohn-Sherbok (2003).  

 

In sum, because of the large volume of material available and the scope of the subject, 

it is impossible to list even all the major works on Genesis. Therefore, I will be selective 

in the choice of material and specifically deal with the text as a theological-political 

document. The goal is that the guiding posts will help to clarify the assumption that 

“texts are a production that is part of the social and political process that reflects the 

ideology of the proponents” (Habel 1995:15). The guiding posts will be as follow: 

 



 28 
• The Pericope of Genesis 1:26-28 in Genesis  

• The Priestly Source  

• Genre of Genesis 1:26-28 

• Social-historical and political context of Genesis 1:26-28 

 

1.8.3 Location of Genesis 1:26-28 in the Bible  
 

Genesis 1:26-28 belongs to the book of Genesis, which is one of the five books 

designated as the Pentateuch. For ease of reference, Blenkinsopp (1992) and 

Gignilliat (2012) present brilliant histories of the Pentateuchal scholarship. The specific 

text of Genesis 1:26-28 is located within what is accepted generally as a Priestly (P) 

Source Codex or Tradition in Genesis 1:1-2:4a (Wenham 1987; Westermann 1984).  

 

The Documentary Hypothesis or Source Theory, initially developed by Julius 

Wellhausen and published in the “Prolegomena to the History of Israel” (2004) in the 

last third of the nineteenth century, dominated the scholarly discussion on the 

emergence of the Pentateuch. Wellhausen identified four distinct narratives in the 

Pentateuch namely the Jahwist (J), Elohist (E), Deuteronomist (D) and Priestly (P) 

accounts. In this study, reference to the source, author, writer, compiler or school will 

be used interchangeably. 

 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a is an independent literary structure at the beginning of the whole P 

Source which is found in various parts of the Pentateuch (Barton 1992). These literary 

structures have long been established and to date there are no alternative arguments 

against the P source theory. Thus, these source critical findings of earlier scholarship 

make it possible to divide the book of Genesis into three large literary segments. The 

primeval history in Genesis 1-11; the stories of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in Genesis 

12-36; and the Joseph story in chapters 37-50 (Brueggemann 1982a; Schmid 2012; 

Westermann 1984).  
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1.8.4 The Priestly (P) source 
 

In this study, I accept the conclusions of the Documentary Hypothesis that Genesis 

1:1–2:3 is a unified work by a Priestly source or editor active during and after the 

Babylonian exile (Blenkinsopp 1992; Boorer 2016; Haran 1981). These views and 

assumptions about the source hypothesis follow Martin Noth’s “History of 

Pentateuchal Traditions” (1972). The P Source edited an already existing Israelite 

creation account (and possibly supplemented earlier materials from other traditions 

with later compositions) to form the opening chapter of the book of Genesis (Campbell 

& O'Brian 1993).  

 

1.8.5 Literary genre of Genesis 1:26-28 
 

The genre of Genesis 1:26-28 has been described as mythical and cultic by several 

scholars, both older and recent (Gunkel 1997; cf. Dundes 1984; Kirk 1973). One of 

the earlier contributions to the study of cosmogonic myths is by Eliade (1974). Notable 

also in this regard are Long (1987), Oden (1992) and Watt (2008). Afolayan (2004:63) 

further explains that "myths are not static means of representing an unchanging and 

timeless world of ideas and events; indeed, they are dynamic means of creatively and 

resourcefully conceptualizing the social and political orders in three-dimensional 

forms; past, present, and future."  

 

A literature review of the literary genre of Genesis 1:26-28 is equally critical for this 

study in order to demonstrate that the history of interpretation of this text is often limited 

and relegated to mythology and cultic practices (Brueggemann 1988). The central aim 

here is to challenge this history of interpretation whose tendency is to isolate Israel's 

theology from its social, economic and political contexts. Israel’s myths of origin should 

be understood as serving an important social, religious and political response to 

existential questions about both the individual and the community at a particular point 

in history (Niditch 1997:67).  
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1.8.6 Social-historical and imperial context of Genesis 1:26-28 
 

 According to Atkinson (1990:53):  

There is a necessity for the social-historical and political contextual understanding of 
Genesis 1:26-28 because for us to understand the distant and unfamiliar world of the 
Bible, it only makes sense to make use of various exegetical procedures and tools.  

 

Literary evidence has been posited by Wellhaussen (2004) that suggests that the 

dating of the Priestly writings should be associated with the Babylonian exile (587-539 

BCE) or with the early post-exilic period, 539-450 BCE, for its compilation 

(Brueggemann 1982b). Smith (1997) presents a detailed review of studies that discuss 

the significance of the Babylonian exile in biblical history. In the context of biblical 

interpretation, it is imperative to state that the Priestly author(s) did not write in a 

vacuum, nor did they write simply for the sake of clarifying their thoughts.  

 

1.9 DELIMITATION OF THE STUDY 

 

Lunenburg and Irby (2008:134) assert that delimitations are “self-imposed boundaries 

set by a researcher on the purpose and scope of the study.” The delimitation here 

places the scope of the study within the book of Genesis and, specifically, focuses on 

the passage of Genesis 1:26-28. This study does not examine the entire book of 

Genesis nor the entire Priestly creation material of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. However, where 

necessary, reference will be made to the immediate context of Genesis 1 and to other 

relevant parts of the Priestly Source.  

 
1.10 RELEVANCE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 

In the title of this thesis, I indicate that my work is a move towards a liberationist 

reading of the concept of הדר . The implication is that the study is concerned with 

matters of social justice and economic equity that continue to affect Black people in 

the post-apartheid era. Firstly, the study is a contribution to the ongoing and 

controversial debate within the South African theological community about the 

relevance and applicability of African liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid 

South Africa. The struggle to deal with the pragmatic challenges that Black people 
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face in the post-apartheid is real. In effect, this juncture is a phenomenological re-

orientation and a logical development, which requires somewhat a different 

coordination and emphasis of African liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid 

context.  

 

Secondly, on the global stage, the struggle of African Biblical Hermeneutics is a 

struggle for emancipation from Western biblical hegemony. This means that the 

development of exegetical case studies in African Biblical Hermeneutics, particularly, 

concerning myths of origins is of critical importance. Therefore, the study challenges 

the lacunae of much of the liberation hermeneutics scholarship in the Genesis creation 

narratives. 

 

Lastly, the continued reluctance to acknowledge the context of the black experience 

will render Old Testament studies unattractive to government and to prospective 

students, thus rendering the discipline unsustainable both morally and financially. In 

promoting this agenda, the South African Old Testament studies has to offer its 

ambiguous value proposition that talks to the promises of the liberation struggle and a 

platform for decolonising the Bible.  

 

1.11 DIVISION OF CHAPTERS 

 

Chapter One introduces the research problem, highlighting both the academic and 

socio-political context of the problem. An introductory hypothesis is also postulated. I 

then state the objectives of the study and the methodology to be used in approaching 

the concept of הדר .  

 

The main task of Chapter Two is to assess critically scholarly articles, books and other 

sources that are relevant to the trends, issues and concerns specifically in the 

interpretation of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28. To do justice to the number of interlinked 

concepts found in the study, the literature review will also cover several core concepts 

and interpretive paradigms that are synonymous with the pericope under study. 
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Chapter Three reflects on why biblical interpretation remains a ‘site-of-struggle.’ This 

is a necessary chapter because many questions are being asked about African Biblical 

Hermeneutics as an “emerging discipline”. Given that African Biblical Hermeneutics 

purposefully draws from and responds to its African social reality, this chapter will 

explore the hermeneutical foundations, issues and concerns of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics, which are necessary because they highlight its uniqueness. These 

include theoretical/presuppositional underpinnings, worldviews and the importance of 

social location as a variable interpretive tool. This chapter conludes that while African 

Biblical Hermeneutics continues to develope its tools of analysis, it can no longer be 

regarded as “emerging”. 

 

Chapter Four examines the post-apartheid social reality as an interpretive variable in 

biblical hermeneutics. Simply put, to be human means to be placed in a particular 

culture, place and time. The context/social location/social reality is a critical analytic 

variable in the whole enterprise and expression of African Biblical Hermeneutics. 

African Biblical Hermeneutics makes the African context one of its distinguishing 

characteristics. In other words, the context of the African Bible reader is an important 

factor that must be unpacked and understood before relating it to the biblical text. The 

black experience in the post-apartheid South Africa is key in the task to interpret הדר .  

 
In Chapter Five, the study brings “insights from looking behind and into the text.” In 

this chapter, we suspend the social realities of Black people in order to set the biblical 

text in its own specific socio-political historical context. Using the historical-critical 

approach and its various methods, the chapter examines the literary, religio-cultural 

and socio-political settings of the pericope under study.  
 

Chapter Six applies the principles of African liberation hermeneutics in the 

interpretation of הדר  in its overall context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. The primary focus of 

this thesis is the distinct life interests of social justice in the post-apartheid South 

Africa. These are concerns and commitments that shape liberation hermeneutics. 

Therefore, the concept of הדר  is approached from the perspective of African liberation 

hermeneutics.  
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Chapter Seven revisits the problem statement and assesses how the conclusions 

confirm the working hypotheses. In this chapter, the findings of the research are put 

together including recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Chapter One introduced the research problem and objectives as well as the concept 

of contextualisation. It further postulated a preliminary hypothesis and stated the 

methodology to be used in the study of the concept of הדר . This second chapter 

conducts a literature review as it relates to the pericope of Genesis 1:26-28. A more 

detailed historical-critical analysis of the pericope will follow in Chapter Five. 

 

According to O’Gorman and MacIntosh (2015:31), a literature review is a 

“comprehensive background of the literature within the interested topic area…” 

Vyhmeister and Robertson (2014:74) describe literature review as “a backdrop against 

which the research will be done.” Most importantly, before dealing with the topic of 

interest, is the conceptualisation of this backdrop, which Holter (2011:378) portrays 

“As part of the Western academic tradition of universalising its own experiences and 

concerns… historical-critical methodology has been considered the scholarly 

approach to the texts of the Old Testament.”  

 

The topic of interest in this study is the concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28. More than 

2000 years of Christian exegetical work on the book of Genesis and creation narratives 

has passed and I am by no means claiming to be able to unlock this history in this 

single chapter. However, since the focus of this study is on the concept of הדר , these 

previous studies will not be reviewed in detail and will only be referred to when 

appropriate. Thus, this chapter adopts a conceptual literature review and looks at the 

general trends, traditions and approaches in the interpretation of הדר . It considers 

several interpretive themes of הדר  and how they have evolved over time, beginning 

with a reflection on how the historical-critical method has influenced the interpretation 

of Genesis 1:26-28. I will defend this claim by using my biographical data below. 
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By way of a biographical background, I cannot avoid recalling the ambience of my own 

training as a Catholic priest in both undergraduate and postgraduate biblical studies. 

It was taken for granted that the Bible had an objective, determinate, univocal and 

fixed meaning which the learned exegete ought to retrieve using the scientific 

historical-critical method. Such a meaning would have been crafted by biblical authors 

in their original languages of classical Hebrew and Hellenistic Greek. This meant that 

in order to determine the meaning of biblical texts, one had to be proficient in these 

classical languages and have knowledge of ancient history. Under the pretext of the 

epistemological influence of the 18th-20th century, I was taught that the study of the 

Bible was almost located strictly in ancient history and language. Deliberately or not, 

little was I made aware that biblical hermeneutics is such a pervasive human activity, 

that biblical interpretation itself is conditioned by its social location and that it has 

served ecclesiastical, dogmatic, ideological and political functions. My moment of 

discovery raises issues of suspicion and other related questions because I came to 

realise that there is plurality, ambiguity and disagreements in biblical hermeneutics. 

This leaves no room for ‘scientific objectivism,’ as was assumed in my training.  

 

In this regard, Western biblical criticism continues to serve distinctively as the self-

appointed orthodox method of interpretation and an ortho-praxis (practice standard) 

for teaching and organising biblical studies. I admit that there are various ways of 

reading the Bible in Europe and in North America. However, I am forced to oversimplify 

a complex construct here. I would like to admit that generalisations are not always 

useful. The construct ‘Western’ itself is no different. ‘Western’ or “Eurocentric” will be 

used in this study to denote worldviews and perspectives of mainly white European 

and American male biblical scholars because this group of scholars has dominated 

biblical interpretation in the last few centuries. Therefore, the “Western” or 

“Eurocentric” reading, analysis or culture would strictly refer to their use of the 

characteristics of historical criticism including the inherent ethos in their exegesis and 

missional-theological discourse. With this understanding, they would therefore be 

carriers and transmitters of the said Euro-American culture. 

 

In response to my seminary training that I mentioned earlier, I am now aware that the 

type of questions, concerns and commitments biblical scholarship asks about the 
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meaning of biblical texts and how these interests and concerns change over time is a 

long and involved task. I hope to demonstrate in this literature review that interpreters 

indeed approach the Bible motivated by various interests, concerns and commitments 

(Brett 1990). This leads to the realisation that biblical interpretation itself is 

unquestionably clothed in hermeneutical controversy and has often led to 

contradictory and pervasive contradictions about the meaning of biblical texts due to 

various philosophical influences and presuppositional frameworks that shape it. 

 

Furthermore, I am aware that for centuries the Eurocentric historical-critical method 

has provided some ‘orthodoxy’ of certain interpretations, worldviews and 

presuppositional frameworks5 that were subsequently accepted for dogmatic 

confessions, ecclesiastical purposes and philosophical satisfaction. However, such 

‘comfort’ and ‘orthodoxy’ must be challenged particularly if they are irrelevant and 

insensitive to the social realities of African people. What contributes to the 

perpetuation of Western academic traditions is that the training of African biblical 

scholars occurred under the hospices and pretext of the proverbial “master’s tools”6 

(Stichele & Penner 2005) of Western biblical criticism. The legacy of Western training 

is an historical fact acknowledged by several African scholars (Mbuvi 2017:153; West 

1997b:102). Foegbu (2015) describes it as a “dependency syndrome.” In the following 

section, I will reflect on the proverbial “master’s tools.”  

 

2.2 THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD  

 

In general, it is taken for granted that the historical-critical method is the important 

methodology in any literature review dealing with the interpretation of any biblical text 

because it is perceived as the proverbial ‘master’s tool of trade.’ Thus, the historical-

 
5 In this study, presuppositional frameworks is a construct that will be used interchangeably with other 
similar concepts namely assumptions, interests, concerns, worldviews, conceptions, presuppositions 
and pre-understandings. Its scope will also include conscious/unconscious or intended/unintended 
feelings, memories and experiences as well as notions of God, humanity, history and creation and how 
these relate to one another. 
6 I am using the proverbial “Master’s Tools” to refer to the Eurocentric historical-critical method. It is a 
construct borrowed from the essays of Lorde, A 1983. “The Master’s tools will never dismantle the 
Master’s house: comments at ‘the personal and the political’ panel,” in Moraga, C & Anzaldúa, G (eds). 
This bridge called my back: writings by radical women of color; 2nd edition. New York: Kitchen Table, 
98–99. Lorde originally used this phrase in the context of feminism and activism and suggests a 
deviation from Western hegemony. 
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critical method is simply unavoidable despite its limitations which will be discussed 

later in this section. A comprehensive presentation of literature review of the historical-

critical method is far beyond the scope of the present work due to the admirable 

volume of past studies (Barr 1998; Collins 2005; Erisman 2014). Barr observes that 

the history of the historical-critical method is a “weary path already trodden by 

countless surveys.” In this section, my main interest, however, will be in the place and 

significance of historical criticism in the interpretation of the הדר . I will demonstrate 

that despite its limitations and being perceived as the ‘master’s tool,’ the historical-

critical method has made valid contributions. This includes, for instance, determining 

the uniqueness and the dating of the P source (Haran 1981:321-333) or even 

interpreting a pericope within its larger literary and theological context as suggested 

by Clifford (1985:16). 

 

In its general outlook, the historical-critical method has a history of an on-going 

evolution of newer techniques of doing exegesis. In this conglomeration, it includes 

and combines form criticism, textual criticism, historical criticism, grammatical criticism 

and several literary critical approaches (Hayes & Holladay 1993; Soulen 2001). 

According to Prior (1999:354):  

 
The historical-critical method is a collection of exegetical procedures and techniques 
applied to biblical texts to determine their literal sense. This literal sense has been 
described in various ways in the history of biblical interpretation from the obvious 
sense, to the author‘s intention, to the meaning expressed in the words of the 
inspired author. 

 

Barton (2007) raises an interesting argument in his “The Nature of Biblical Criticism.” 

He argues that historical criticism is not a “method” of interpretation but a tool, whose 

purpose is to establish “ways in which texts are capable of having meaning” (Barton 

2007:68). My understanding of Barton’s argument is that we cannot expect historical 

criticism to yield the correct interpretation of the biblical text because its task is to 

provide us with the background or milieu of the origin of biblical texts. In attempting to 

define historical criticism, Ziesler (1994:27) supports Barton’s argument by saying that, 

“the attempt to gain as accurate a picture as possible of the past.” Although Barton’s 

argument is valid philosophically or even etymologically, it remains defeatist. The 

hermeneutical problem is that biblical scholars remain biased in their own way 
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(Brueggemann 1992:64-65) and the historical-critical method itself is concerned with 

the history of the text and less of the text’s contemporary significance. 

 

Concerning the actual definition of the historical-critical method, biblical scholars 

across the board still grapple with offering a consistent definition. However, most 

scholars would agree that “the method is called ‘historical-critical’ because it borrows 

its techniques of interpreting the Bible from historical and literary criticism” (Fitzmyer 

1989:249). Nations (1983:63), in his “Historical Criticism and the Current 

Methodological Crisis,” point out that: “Criticism must be freed from dogmatic 

presuppositions, maintain a high degree of objectivity, eschew ecclesiastical controls, 

and accept secular historians’ notions of historical homogeneity, of cause-and-effect 

relationships and of the criticism of sources.” 

 

As regards the historical setting and the context of the origin of the historical-critical 

method, there seems to be no consensus among scholars. According to Osiek 

(1989:260), “the predominant historical-critical paradigm is the child of the “higher 

criticism” of the late 19th century, which was a response to the new scientific 

enthusiasm in Europe that was sweeping that era.” Several scholars trace the 

historical-critical method to the time of the Renaissance, Reformation and 

Enlightenment of the 17th and 18th centuries (Davidson 2000; Gignilliat 2012; Hendel 

2014). Parkinson (1992:205) argues that “rationalism, a major tool in the 

enlightenment era, became the test tube of every subject including theology.” Fitzmyer 

(1989:246) also affirms that, “the roots of the historical-critical method are traced to 

the Renaissance, especially to its emphasis on the principle of ‘getting back to the 

sources’ (recursus ad fontes).” Davidson (2000:90) writes:  

 
Biblical principles of interpretation recovered by the Reformers, coupled with the 
advances in textual and historical-grammatical analysis of the Renaissance 
(Erasmus and others), led to a robust Protestant hermeneutic that has carried until 
now and has become known as the historical-grammatical-literary-theological 
approach or (for short) the grammatico-historical method or historical-biblical 
method. 

 

The historical background of the origins of the historical-critical method is also 

associated with its emphasis on the so-called “objective historiography.” This was a 

response to the previous manipulative (allegorical or spiritualising) interpretations, 
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which were used to legitimise or authorise certain ecclesiastical belief systems. These 

developments brought a new focus on human reason and scientific objectivity. At the 

beginning of the seventeenth century, the Bible was still the universal authority (sola 

scriptura) in all fields of knowledge including chronology and geography but by the end 

of the century, that authority was eroded as theological and biblical study was then no 

longer immune.  

  

Given the common context of the revolution of the 17th century, a platform was created 

whereby a distinction between scientific studies and biblical studies emerged and gave 

birth to scepticism and rationalistic criticism of the Bible (Parkinson 1992:205). This 

resulted in questions, doubts and disagreements with all the generally accepted 

religious conclusions and beliefs. In some instances, it resulted in atheism found in 

the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Sigmund 

Freud (1856-1939).  

 

In the wake of this rivalry between scientific studies and biblical studies, theologians 

gradually started to break away from the “pre-critical age” in which it was generally 

assumed that all of the biblical texts were divinely inspired and infallible to incorporate 

some rationality and philosophical arguments in their analyses.  These surfaced in the 

interpretation of biblical texts, for instance, in Descartes’ rationalism, Kant’s theory of 

knowledge, Hegel’s monistic idealism, naturalism empiricism and subjectivism. These 

philosophical developments of the Enlightenment period greatly influenced the 

deployment of several literary approaches whose focus is the structure, style, forms 

and sources of documents. These then gave full shape to the social location of the 

genesis of historical-critical method.  

 

In an article entitled “Historical Criticism: Its Role in Biblical Interpretation and Church 

Life,” Fitzmyer (1989:244) notes that historical criticism “has come under fire.” The 

historical-critical method has its own drawbacks and limitations and has received 

much criticism (Deist 1992; Osiek 1997). The criticism originates from various schools 

of theological and hermeneutical thought (European, North American, Latin American 

and African alike) and religious persuasions (Catholic, Jewish and Protestants). Most 

of the criticism of the method centres on its supposed rationalistic, historical and 
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scholarly objectivity. There is a growing consensus among Protestant theologians that 

the time has come to “dethrone” historical criticism, as “The End of Historical-critical 

Method” by Gerhard Maeir shows. For a Catholic debate, see Fitzmyer’s 1989 article, 

“The Historical Criticism: Its Role in Biblical Interpretation and Church Life.”  

 

The other reason for the decline is brought about by the introduction of a generation 

of new hermeneutical perspectives and approaches particularly from Africa, Latin 

America and Asia. They all seek to be recognised and to be heard. These include 

sociological, anthropological (Overholt 1986; Rogerson 1984), contextual (Dube 2001; 

Segovia 2000; Sugirtharajah 1995; 1998a & b; 1999; 2003; West 1995a) and genitive 

hermeneutics (Masenya 1994; Schüssler-Fiorenza 1999). 

 

In South Africa, the historical-critical method has been similarly criticised for its 

Western philosophical underpinnings. This criticism castigates the method for being 

overly Eurocentric in its approach, preoccupied with the prehistory of the text and 

consequently neglecting contemporary existential issues faced by Christian 

communities such as oppression, injustice, inequality and domination. The biggest 

concern of African Biblical Hermeneutics is explained in Holter’s (2011:378) “The Role 

of Historical-critical Methodology in African Old Testament Studies,” who states 

unequivocally that “the historical-critical methodology was developed in – and as such 

obviously reflects – another interpretive context than that of contemporary Africa…”  

 

According to Fitzmyer (1989:246), the method originates and is embedded in the 

epistemological and cultural constructs of “…the Renaissance, especially …its 

emphasis of “getting back to the sources” (recursus ad fontes).” It is therefore to be 

expected that the history of the interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28 would largely be 

dominated and influenced by Western theoretical and presuppositional concerns. For 

that reason, biblical interpretation and hermeneutics will always be a site-of-struggle 

and a melting pot for biblical scholars (West 2018:254). Itumeleng Mosala argues that 

historical-critical method is “White western bourgeois male exegesis,” and it has 

“…failed to recognize the ideological character in the texts. These methods have not 

been able to sufficiently address issues of ideology, race, gender, class, and politics 

in their application to the Bible” (Mosala 1989:7).  



 41 
 

Following Itumeleng Mosala’s foundational critique of the historical-critical 

methodology, Gerald West’s numerous publications reveal his strong consciousness 

of the importance of the material conditions of the poor and the marginalised as an 

important variable in the process of interpretation (West 1991a; 1992b; 1999a; 1999b; 

2000; 2002). With his version of liberation hermeneutics (which he refers to as 

“contextual Bible study”), West takes a complete departure from the historical-critical 

method, which has dominated South Africa’s biblical studies. This domination is 

confirmed in “Anything New under the Sun of South Africa Old Testament 

Scholarship? African Qoheleths' Review of OTE 1994-2010.” Following a review of 

articles published in the premium South African Old Testament journal over a period 

of sixteen years, Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ramantswana (2012) conclude 

that the South African Old Testament scholarship is still trapped in Eurocentric 

methods of interpreting the biblical text, deliberately avoiding any meaningful dialogue 

with the African context.  

 

The emergence of African womanhood/Bosadi and feminist hermeneutics 

demonstrates that the epistemological and hermeneutical presuppositions of the 

historical-critical method themselves are problematic. Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 

(2005b:184) describes the historical-critical method as “traditions of a foreign master… 

Their hermeneutics was strange! Ours is a necessity!” The rhetorical question by 

Audre Lorde, who writes as an African American feminist, profoundly challenges the 

patriarchal power structures that control the narrative: 

 
What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the 
fruits of that same patriarchy? It means that only the most narrow perimeters of 
change are possible and allowable… For the master’s tools will never dismantle the 
master’s house. They may allow us to temporarily beat him at his own game, but 
they will never enable us to bring about genuine change (Lorde’s 1983:98-99). 

 

Lorde’s words above are not out of context in African Biblical Hermeneutics. In fact, 

these words stimulate the debate between Western hermeneutics and African Biblical 

Studies. The 2005 volume, “Her Master's Tools? Feminist and Postcolonial 

Engagements of Historical-critical Discourse,” edited by Caroline Vander Stichele and 
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Todd Penner, comprises of a number of essays and is the most enterprising feminist 

and post-colonial re-evaluation of the historical-critical method by various scholars.  

 

I must add that there are various socio-political and epistemological frameworks in the 

space of feminist hermeneutics.7 Referring to European feminist scholars, Klopper 

(2008:188) makes an uncompromising remark that “They should not have to answer 

to privileged women who are ignorant about colonialism, race and class.” For the sake 

of brevity, my intention is only to highlight their common observation, standpoint or 

experience regarding the historical-critical methodology. In Schüssler-Fiorenza’s 

(2001:1) words, that common observation is to “understand the Bible from the 

standpoint of a feminist theory of justice and a feminist movement for change.”  

 

The feminist standpoint suggests that the underlying presuppositions of the historical-

critical methodology have been used to promote patriarchy and justify the oppression 

and exclusion of women. The historical-critical method is seen as “masculine 

construct/criticism.” Here, I must mention the contribution of Schüssler-Fiorenza. In 

her numerous writings and particularly in, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 

Reconstruction of Christian Origins (1983), Schüssler-Fiorenza demystifies 

mainstream biblical scholarship by revealing its captivity to androcentrism—its relative 

silence on and marginalisation of women's lives in the past and present. Pioneer 

writings of Black female scholars in this regard include those of Masenya’s (1994) “A 

Feminist Perspective on Theology with Particular Reference to Black Feminist 

Theology” and Dube’s (2000) “Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible.” 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Dube do not just stop at censoring the historical-

critical methodology and exposing the Bible as a possible tool of oppression of women, 

they outline the contributions of various feminist perspectives to biblical studies. 

 

There is another nuanced criticism of the historical-critical method, which is necessary 

to mention, as it comes from the context of the post-colonial Third World. Sugirtharajah 

(1995:1), who has written extensively on post-colonial biblical criticism from a Third 

 
7 See for example Elliot, M 2012. A Critical Reflection on the “debate” between Elisabeth Schüssler-
Fiorenza and Musa Dube. Unpublished Doctoral thesis, Faculty of St. Michael’s College and the 
Theological Department of the Toronto School of Theology, Toronto. 
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World perspective, asserts, in his “Voices from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the 

Third World,” that the historical-critical method is an “abstract, individualized and 

'neutralized' reading,” but has "very rarely ... focused on people's experience of 

hunger, sickness and exploitation."  

 

While substantial criticism has been levelled against the historical-critical method, the 

common view among African biblical scholars is that one cannot completely abandon 

the method and go back to the pre-critical period, nor can one approach the Bible with 

fundamentalist attitude. Can one do without the historical-critical method? In an 

attempt to respond to this question, Brenner’s (2005:335) essays, “Babies and 

Bathwater on the Road: A Response,” suggest that the current task is about “… 

decentering of methodology, its re-examination and reapplication.” As the title already 

suggests, Justin Ukpong’s “Can African Old Testament Scholarship Escape the 

Historical-critical Approach” discusses both the rejection and embracement of the 

historical-critical method among African scholars (Ukpong 1999b). He, however, 

insists on Africa’s own interpretive approaches. The historical-critical method has 

residual value for African Biblical Hermeneutics. I accept that by itself it cannot be a 

sufficient tool of engaging in biblical studies in general. The fact is it is almost 

impossible to get through the layers of Israel’s antiquity without using the various 

approaches that the historical-critical method offers.  

 

Arguably, the historical-critical method provides valuable information about the 

background and the context of biblical texts, which is necessary for understanding 

ancient Israel (Oeming 2006; Ukpong 2004a). For example, without Source and Genre 

Criticism, we could be mixing genres and independent units beyond recognition. 

Gottwald & Horsley (1993:27) comments that “if we wish to reconstruct ancient Israel 

as a lived totality, historical method and sociological method are requisite 

complementary disciplines.” Consequently, Ukpong (1995:9) reflects: 

 
Because the Bible is an ancient document, attention to the historical context of the text being 
interpreted is demanded of the exegete. This requires the use of the historical critical tools. 
However, because it is the theological meaning of the text that is sought and not its historical 
context, historical critical tools are used as servants not as masters.  
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The rejection/embracement attitude among African scholars will continue. The lesson 

is that there is no justification for an absolute rejection, discrediting or 

excommunication of older methods. The most functional thing is to advocate for 

convergence, a natural intersection of methods of biblical interpretation. Gottwald’s 

(1979:8) observation, which I agree with, is that all have their usefulness and should 

seek to complement one another:  

 
There is wide recognition today that virtually all methods ever employed in biblical 
study have some reasonable basis for their use, so that the issue is now seldom 
seen as a matter of agreeing on what one method should replace the others but 
rather the question of how various legitimate methods, according to the purpose in 
view, should be joined so as to produce an overall grasp of the Hebrew Bible in its 
most fundamental aspects. 

 

To state the most obvious, biblical studies in general has benefited from many 

decades of generative scholarship that has illumined the literary, historical and 

sociological dimensions of understanding the Old Testament (Childs 1979; Gignilliat 

2012; Gottwald 1985; Hayes 1999; Soggin 1989). It ought to be acknowledged that 

reading and interpreting any biblical text will always be a complex task requiring the 

use of a plurality of methodological approaches. I therefore argue that one should 

deploy a diversity of modes of biblical interpretation, learn from one another in order 

to create a “democratic colloquium.” Holter (2011:385) admirably summed up that we 

cannot prevent the African Old Testament from “dialoguing with the accumulated 

insights of more than two hundred years of historical-critical Old Testament studies in 

western contexts.” A complete rejection of the historical-critical method in unjustifiable. 

 

In the preceding section, I attempted to contextualise the perplexity surrounding the 

historical-critical method. It is true that the historical-critical method has been adopted 

by the great majority of so-called scholars. The historical-critical method has 

stimulated valuable insights into the context in which the Bible came about and shed 

light in various ways on how such context should be appreciated. However, despite its 

contribution, the method is mired in controversy. In the next section, I will attempt to 

answer the question: What is the specific role (if any) of historical-critical methodology 

in the interpretation of הדר ? 
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2.3 HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD AND GENESIS 1:26-28 

 

From the above, it is assumed that most of the exegetical commentaries in the area 

of biblical studies are produced by such scholars deploying historical-critical method. 

Identifying Genesis 1:26-28 as part of the larger Genesis 1:1-2:4a is the task of 

historical-critical method and it has a long history of diachronic concerns expressed in 

traditional exegesis in classical commentaries.  

 

Bray (1992:221) notes that “the historical critical method starts from the belief that any 

text or religious movement must be understood in its original context.” Thus, these 

traditional commentaries seek to understand the text in its original context by 

answering historical-critical questions such as: what literary form are we dealing with? 

Are there different genres in the literary corpus? What is the linguistic or grammatical 

context? Who wrote the book? What was the historical situation that surrounded the 

writing of the book? When did the author write and what was the situation he was 

addressing? Answers to these questions prevent the reader from taking a scriptural 

passage out of the context in which it was written. Here, I mention a few that are well 

known. For an extensive review of the history of exegesis of Genesis 1:26–27, Claus 

Westermann (1994), “Genesis 1–11: A Continental Commentary.” Other well-known 

classical commentaries on Genesis include those of Von Rad (1996), Speiser (1981) 

and Blenkinsopp (2011a), to mention a few.  

 

It is important to mention ‘Introductions’ (Blenkinsopp 1992 Soggin; 1989) and ‘Old 

Testament Biblical Theologies’ (Eichrodt 1985; Hasel 1991; Mead 2007). Although 

‘Introductions’ and ‘Old Testament Biblical Theologies’ apply the same principles and 

exegetical methods of the historical-critical method, they go beyond and attempt to 

build a coherent system of theology around some theological themes (Brueggemann 

1996; Fuller 2017; Middleton 1994a; Rogerson 2010). In “The Theology of the Book of 

Genesis,” Moberly (2009:17) notes that “The theological interpretation of scripture—its 

reading with a view to articulating and practicing its enduring significance for human 

life under God—involves a constant holding together of parts and a whole which is 

regularly reconfigured [emphasis mine].” 
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Needless to say that in building a coherent system of theology, these biblical 

theologies will inevitably reflect the perspectives and beliefs of their writers. An 

example is found in Middleton’s bold challenge of Brueggemann’s ‘imperial 

propaganda’ perspective in his “Is Creation Theology Inherently Conservative? A 

Dialogue with Walter Brueggemann” (1994b).  
 
Scholarly consensus shows that the historical-critical method has contributed greatly 

to the understanding the text of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. In particular, the method has 

identified theological differences and varieties of viewpoints in style and language in 

the creation narratives in Genesis which represent two literary modes of two traditions 

(Anderson 1984; Ska 1998; Westermann 1974). This was based on the weighty 

application of form, literary and source criticism, which are essential tools of historical-

critical method (Harrison 1975:28; Oeming 2006:35). Soggin (1989:94) also reiterates 

that Genesis 1:1-2:4a and 2:4b-25 “evidently have two different accounts of the 

creation, different both in their fundamental approach and in the order in which the 

elements are created.” The text of Genesis 1:26-28 is part of the Priestly creation 

account of primitive cosmogony in Genesis 1:1-2:4a.8  
 

Further, Habel (2000c:34) notes that “The creation story in Genesis 1:1-2:4a has long 

been proclaimed by scholars to be a structured literary unit, characterised by poetic 

symmetry, majestic order, and consistent terminology.” From a historical critical 

reading, “we can draw conclusions about political, social, or religious conditions of the 

period or periods during which the text was produced” (Hayes & Holladay 1993:45). 

 

Most would agree that Julius Wellhausen’s “Prolegomena to the History of Israel” 

revolutionised the understanding of the Pentateuch. He argued that although the Bible 

might be useful to historians, it cannot be taken literally because it (specifically, the 

Pentateuch) was written by several people over a long period of time. His 

 
8 With hardly any opposing voice, for a good literary analysis of Genesis 1, see Brueggemann, W 1982a. 
Genesis. Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 22-39 and Anderson, BW 1977. "A stylistic study of the Priestly 
creation story," in Coats, GW & Long, BO (eds), Canon and authority: essays in Old Testament religion 
and theology. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 148-162. 
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Documentary Hypotheses9 became the “critical orthodoxy” (Blenkinsopp 1992:12) of 

the four-source hypothesis in which he argued that Genesis 1:1-2:4a is an 

independent structure that sits at the beginning of the entire Priestly Source found in 

various parts of the Pentateuch.10 Hamilton (1990:14) provides a synopsis of each of 

the four sources as well as a description of when they were purportedly written and 

combined. According to Mathews (1996:71), “Wellhausen’s reconstruction of Israel’s 

religious history captured the academic chairs of all British and European Old 

Testament scholarship.”  

 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a is called Priestly because in its final canonical presentation, it is 

characterised by priestly matters such as governing the priesthood and the cult as well 

as questions of what is clean and unclean. According to Ackroyd (1970:149,) “it offers 

a presentation and interpretation of the earliest history of Israel, from creation to the 

entry into the Promised land.” For purposes of this research, it is not possible to 

present a comprehensive literature review of this voluminous commentary of the 

Priestly source spanning over several centuries. Recent proposals regarding the 

Priestly document may be found in Blenkinsopp’s “The Pentateuch: An Introduction to 

the First Five Books of the Bible” (1992); and Nicholson’s “The Pentateuch in the 

Twentieth Century: The Legacy of Julius Wellhausen” (2002). 

 

Unlike the unanimity of opinion regarding the pre-literary sources of the creation 

narrative, the interpretation of these creation narratives in the book of Genesis is 

among possibly the most paradoxical in all the Old Testament for both Christians and 

 
9 For a more elaborate presentation of the current debate on Documentary Hypothesis, see Campbell, 
AF & O’Brien, MA 2005. Rethinking the Pentateuch: Prolegomena to the theology of ancient Israel. 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox; Garrett, D 1991. “Rethinking Genesis: the sources and 
authorship of the first book of the Pentateuch.” Grand Rapids, MI: Baker. Whilst some scholars in the 
last few decades have challenged the status of the four-source Documentary Hypothesis (DH), such 
reviews have not yielded substantive changes or found a replacement for the DH and it is uncertain 
that they will ever do. Collins (2005:161) warns about this dilemma of a “cacophony of voices, each 
asserting that their convictions are by definition preferred because they are their convictions.” 
 
10 The second creation account is found in Genesis 2:4b-3:24 and is attributed to the Yahwistic source 
(Anderson 1994; Moye 1990). For this delimitation and source-critical method, see Noth’s “A history of 
Pentateuchal traditions” (1972), Anderson’s “A stylistic study of the Priestly creation story” (1977) and 
Garr’s “In His own image and likeness: humanity, divinity and monotheism” (2003). In fact, Moskala 
(2011:45) retorts that “One would be exegetically blind to not see differences between the first (Gen 
1:1–2:4a) and the second (Gen 2:4b-25) Genesis creation accounts.” 
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the Jewish community. Kenton Sparks reviews some seven hundred significant books, 

articles and essays in his 2002 “The Pentateuch: An Annotated Bibliography.” These 

creation narratives are referenced multiple times by multiple authors in a myriad of 

contexts and literary styles throughout the history of Israel (Deutero-Isaiah), in the New 

Testament (Paul and John)11 during the Middle Ages (Scholasticism) and the 

Reformation, in the Western philosophical systems and during the big debate on 

evolution (Westermann 1987:1).  

 

It is unquestionable that creation narratives remain the primary locus and foundation 

from which the doctrine of creation in the Christian tradition draws its teaching 

(Anderson 1994). Yet, there is no single and unifying purpose envisaged by scholars 

as demonstrated in Fuller’s (2017) “The Theme of Creation in Old Testament Theology 

from the Twentieth Century Onwards: Assessing the State of Play.” There is a wide 

spectrum of interpretations, ranging from the literalist, conservative and liberal, which 

indicate that there are endless interpretive possibilities (Van Dyk 2009a:423-424).  

 

In part, the semi-scientific view reflected a long tradition of literalism/fundamentalism, 

where some Christians tried to construe the Genesis creation accounts of creation as 

science (Haught 1995:11-12). Their interpretation treated the text as a primitive 

"scientific" account of how God created the universe and its contents. In “The 

Pentateuch as Narrative,” Sailhamer (1992:7) observes that "On the whole, events 

recounted in the Creation and Flood accounts do not belong to the field of historical 

research at all. Rather, they fall in the domain of the natural sciences— astronomy, 

geology, and biology."  

 

The relationship between creation narratives and scientific evolution continues to be 

an issue in creation theology even today, with all the numerous publications and 

conferences. Whitehead (1967:181-182) observes that:  

 

 
11 A critical question that needs an answer when dealing with the intertextual relationship of creation 
narratives is always about source and origin. See Blenkinsopp, J 2011b. The cosmological and 
protological language of Deutero-Isaiah. CBQ 73, 493-510; Mitchell, C 2014. A note on the creation 
formula in Zechariah 12:1-8; Isaiah 42:5-6; and Old Persian inscriptions. Journal of Biblical Literature 
133, 305-308. 
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When we consider what religion (which is the basis for of creation theologies) is for 
mankind, and what science (which is the basis for scientific evolution) is, it is no 
exaggeration to say that the future course of history depends upon the decision of 
this generation as to the relations between them. We have here the two strongest 
forces ...which influence men, and they seem to be set one against each other ---the 
force of our religious institution, and the force of our impulse to accurate observation 
and logical deduction.  

 

Others have approached these creation narratives as mythically purveying in 

theological garb existential concerns about human beings (Moye 1990:578; 

Reichenbach 2003:47). Westermann (1974:11) argues that "Out of the questioning of 

threatened man in a threatened world arose the question about the beginning and end, 

about coming into existence and ceasing to exist. . .” It is therefore important to note 

that some traditional interpretations cannot be taken as the starting point of analysis. 

 

In sum, it must be acknowledged that reading and interpreting any biblical text will 

always be a complex task requiring the use of a plurality of methodological 

approaches. The sage of Ecclesiastes (8:1) asks the rhetorical question: ימ םכחהכ  ימו   

עַדוי רשפ  רבד   – “Who knows the interpretation of a matter?” Clearly the history of 

historical-critical method teaches that no single methodology can claim the monopoly 

of hermeneutical wisdom. At least that Israelite author knew that. In the following 

section, my attention is restricted to major trends in the interpretation of הדר .  

 

2.4  ANCIENT NEAR EAST CULTURAL CONTEXT OF GENESIS 1:26-28  

 

Admittedly, “the goal of reading the Bible in its context is simply to gain cultural literary, 

a basic requisite for any interpreter who aspires to any authority” (Hays 2014:3). The 

purpose of the application of comparative studies is to read creation narratives in light 

of the contemporary ancient Near Eastern culture (Egyptian, Mesopotamian, 

Canaanite and Hittite). Evans (2001-2012:70) remarks that, “Noting the cultural 

context of a piece of literature aids in interpretation. Only in this way can one know 

what the contemporary issues were at the time a piece of literature was written.” 

 

Incidentally, the historical-critical method has concerned itself mainly with questions 

of composition and authorship of biblical text and unintentionally created the 

impression that Israel had cultural superiority in the ANE. Accordingly, many scholars, 
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through comparative studies, find ANE parallels with many sections of the Old 

Testament (Waltke 2007; Walton 2009; Watts 2004). Blenkinsopp (2011a:56) 

acknowledges that, the author did “what all competent authors do, namely, 

incorporating ideas, traditions, motifs from the great store present in the cultural 

memory of the society of which he was a part.” The actual discourse on ANE parallels 

is too wide a scope to consider in this study. However, failure to consider the 

contribution of comparative studies of Genesis 1:1-2:4a would be an act of 

incompetence because from these comparative studies, one may gain some insights 

into the worldviews, messages and artistic qualities behind the concept of הדר .  

 

According to Middleton (1994a:18), “Genesis 1 may also be read as polemical against 

ancient Near Eastern notions of being human and by extension, against the use of 

such notions to legitimate an oppressive social order.” Hasel (1974:91) also stresses 

the polemical character of creation narratives in Genesis thus: 

 
It appears that the Genesis cosmology represents not only a “complete break” with 
the ancient Near Eastern mythological cosmologies but represents a parting of the 
spiritual ways brought about by a conscious and deliberate antimythical polemic 
which meant an undermining of the prevailing mythological cosmologies. 

 

Similarly, Soggin (1989:63) asserts “… the people of Israel is an inseparable part of 

the wider context of the peoples of the ANE, and especially of those who speak 

Western Semitic languages. This is true ethnically, linguistically, historically and 

culturally…” This means that we must acknowledge that Genesis 1:1-2:4a will become 

comprehensible against this background.12 However, the importance and relevance of 

this undisputed literary fact should not be overestimated.  

 

It follows then that an important approach to the study of creation narratives involves 

recasting the myths of Israel's neighbours within a new theological historical 

framework (Hoffmeier 1983; Johnston 2008; Matthews & Benjamin 1991; Niehaus 

 
12 Reference is made particularly to the function and role of mythology here as presented in Dyssel, A 
2007. Reading the creation narrative in Genesis 1-2:4a against its ancient Near Eastern background. 
Unpublished DD thesis, University of Stellenbosch, Stellenbosch. See also the chapter on “The pre-
literary development of the biblical material: the genres” in Soggin (1989:63-84) and Westermann 
(1984:26-47) who outlines four different types of creation from the ANE. 
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2008; Walton 2008). Readings from ancient Near Eastern literatures include 

Pritchard’s (1969) “The Ancient Near East in Texts Related to the Old Testament.” 

Priestly authors too drew on a milieu of cosmogonical descriptions of the ANE. Arnold 

(2009:8) holds that the author of Genesis 1 “was familiar with Egyptian and 

Mesopotamian cosmogonies and intended to present an alternative worldview.”  

 

The exact relationship between ancient Near Eastern accounts and those of the Old 

Testament is a constant source of scholarly analysis (Van Seters 1992:50). Richard 

Clifford’s 1994 monograph, “Creation Accounts in the Ancient Near East and in the 

Bible,” places creation narratives in their ANE context for purposes of understanding 

their function and meaning. In particular, studies of the interpretation of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a in the context of the ANE and the general origin and expression of monotheism 

in creation narratives are a continuing comparative debate (Johnston 2008; Merrill 

2003; Schellenberger 2009; Van Leeuwen 1997).13 The comparative perspective is 

important because it identifies useful common features of creation narratives in light 

of the ANE cosmogonies (Wenham 1987:9) and their theological significance. Hasel 

(1974:91) does not deny that:  

 
With a great many safeguards Genesis 1 employs certain terms and motifs, partly 
taken from ideologically and theologically incompatible predecessors and partly 
chosen in deliberate contrast to comparable ancient Near Eastern concepts and 
uses them with a meaning and emphasis not only consonant with but expressive of 
the purpose, worldview, and understanding of reality as expressed in this Hebrew 
account of creation. 

 

Further, with the extensive archaeological discoveries of other creation narratives from 

Mesopotamia and Egypt (Waltke 2001:23), scholars soon discovered that Israel had 

marginal status and not the cultural superiority that often comes with Christian 

dogmatics. Gordon and Rendsburg (1997:17) observe that “Israel's genius in religion, 

ethics, literature, and historiography eventually gave it an importance out of all 

proportion to its small population and land.” The following section should sufficiently 

set the often-forgotten context of the ANE and at the same time also demonstrate the 

extent of the inherent controversy and complexity associated with interpreting creation 

 
13 A detailed bibliography in Smith, MS 2002. Early history of God: Yahweh and the other deities in 
ancient Israel. Grand Rapids, MI: William Eerdmans. 
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narratives in general. The Babylonian Chaoskampf motif in Gunkel’s (2006) “Creation 

and Chaos in the Primeval Era and the Eschaton” illustrates the cognitive environment 

of the ANE and portrays the inherent complexity accentuated by comparative studies. 

However, Tsumura (2005:143) argues in a radically opposite manner and challenges 

the Chaoskampf motif as follows: 

  
The background of the Genesis creation story has nothing to do with the so-called 
Chaoskampf myth of the Mesopotamian type, as preserved in the Babylonian 
"creation" myth Enuma Elish. In Gen 1, there is no hint of struggle or battle between 
God and this tehom-water. 

 

This interpretive awareness is there to debunk the myth that claims there can only be 

one original meaning of the biblical text that is “faithful to the context of the original 

audience and author…” (Walton 2009:7). Being caught in a dilemma defines the vitality 

of the entire hermeneutical process. 

 

The book of Genesis itself refers to Egyptians and Mesopotamian deities (Gn 6:1-4; 

31:19, 30). From the perspective of comparative studies, “we cannot do this in isolation 

as most ancient Near Eastern studies have been the product of scholarly enquiries 

into the Ancient Near Eastern context of Israel in particular and of the Old Testament 

in general” (Ottoson 1974:380). One of the protagonists of this view is John H. Walton. 

In his “The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins Debate” 

(2000:35), he writes,  

I propose that the solution is to modify what we consider creation activities based on 
what we find in the literature. If we follow the senses of the literature and its ideas of 
creation, we find that people in the ANE did not think of creation in terms of making, 
material things—instead, everything is function oriented. 

 

Numerous studies show that ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia had creation accounts 

and other stories with motifs and themes like those of Genesis 1-4 (Arnold 1998:47; 

Coats 1983:37-46). Cotter (2003:10), in his comparison of the two creation accounts, 

highlights several disparities whilst Van Seters (1992:25) speaks of creation narratives 

as:  

 
A traditional story about events in which the gods are the primary focus, and their 
action outside historical time, though replete with structures of meaning that is 
concerned with the deep problems of life and offers an explanation for the way things 
are. 
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A conclusion shared by many scholars (Barr 1993; Gunkel 1994) is that ancient Israel 

did not exist in isolation but shared certain social and religious values and practices 

with other ancient Near Eastern nations. Gunkel (1994: xv) insisted that “Old 

Testament scholarship without acquaintance with ancient Near Eastern life – history, 

culture and literature – was an impoverished one.”  

 

However, it is important to mention that just as there may be commonalities in the text, 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a also contains features and ideas that are specific to Israel’s 

understanding of God, humanity and creation, which are not present in ANE 

cosmogonies and mythology. McKeown (2008:12) notes that while there are thematic 

similarities with the cosmogonies of ANE, “The theological teaching of Genesis is 

fundamentally different from anything else that has been discovered.” In "Genesis 1 

and the Babylonian Creation Myth," Albertson’s (1962) argues that the similarities and 

differences are there for polemical radicalising. Hasel (1972:20) on the other hand 

holds that “the author of Genesis 1 exhibits in a number of critical instances a sharply 

antimythical polemic.” Speiser (1981:10-11) stresses both the divergence and the 

commonalities thus: 

 
… And since the religion of the Hebrews diverged sharply from Mesopotamian 
norms, we should expect a corresponding departure in regard to beliefs about 
creation. This expectation is fully borne out. While we have before us incontestable 
similarities in detail, the difference in over-all approach is no less prominent.  

 

The overarching purpose of this section was to demonstrate that behind the text of 

Genesis 1:26-28 and the concept of הדר , there is a whole world of ANE in history, 

which has inevitably shaped cultural assumptions and concepts found in Genesis 

1:26-28. Comparative studies bring background things into focus as I analyse a 

particular meaning ascribed to הדר  in the next section. 

 

2.5 THE DOMINIUM TERRAE MANDATE 

 

It is safe to state that a careful review of literature shows that to date, there are at least 

two major trends which characterise the history of interpretation of הדר  in Genesis 
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1:26-28. However, I also need to emphasise that these exegetical trends have ancient 

and medieval antecedents (exegetical works of the Church Fathers) that are not of 

immediate concern to this study.14 In my opinion, the history also reveals that there 

has been a shift from the strictly text-centred historical-critical method to the 

contemporary reader-centred social conscious approaches. What remains is that all 

interpretations are a confirmation of the argument that socio-political realities and 

presuppositions influence the interpretive process. Therefore, different hermeneutical 

approaches, socio-political and cultural contexts and historical epochs contribute to 

the richness of the meaning of the biblical text.  

 

Broadly speaking and in terms of sequencing, there is the earlier dominionist 

interpretation, based on violent, masculine and anthropomorphic view, which 

suggested that humanity had exploitative dominion over creation. According to Grose 

(2005:29): 
 

The dominion narrative is at the foundation of the contemporary notion of human 
separation from and subjugation of the environment. With a divine mandate to 
subdue the earth and its creatures, humans, especially in the last century, have done 
severe damage to the natural order in pursuit of self-centered and anthropocentric 
interests  

 

This interpretation has dominated the greater part of Christian theology until recently 

and was greatly influenced by the Western mechanistic model, whose goal was to 

advance anthropocentric interests in the contemporary world and consequently placed 

a disproportionate emphasis on a human-centred creation (Grose 2005:30). 

  

The second and more contemporary is the ecological/stewardship interpretation 

(Anderson 1983; Barr 1972), which suggests that humanity’s dominion is more akin to 

caring, responsibility and accountability. In order to have an understanding of these 

interpretations, it is always significant to note their cultural context as well as the fact 

that there are various cultural manifestations in the various historical periods (Simango 

2016). What these two contemporary streams of interpretation have in common is that 

 
14 See for example Jobling, D 1977. “And have dominion…” The interpretation of Genesis 1:28 in Philo 
Judaeus. Journal for the Study of Judaism VIII/3, 50-82. Harrison, P 1999. Subduing the earth: Genesis 
1, Early modern science, and the exploitation of nature. The Journal of Religion 79, 86-109.  
 



 55 
both originated within the Euro-American tradition of biblical criticism and were an 

expression of particular historical contexts and concerns. I deliberately mention this 

here to caution against absolutising the Western experience and its choice of 

interpreting such an experience. 

 

To begin with, in the original ancient Hebrew text of Genesis 1:26-28, these words two 

important words feature, which are kabash ( שׁבכ ), commonly translated as “to subdue” 

or “bring into bondage,” and הדר , meaning “to rule over” or “dominate.” According to 

Brown, Driver and Briggs (2008:921), הדר  can also mean subjugation, to dread down 

upon and even crumble off. Brought together, subdue and dominate seem to suggest 

that in the West there is direct reference to humanity’s rule over creation, which has 

come to be understood as dominionism (Malthy 2008:120), the dominion mandate 

(Bryant 2000:36) or dominion material. Several passages in the Bible could be 

described strictly as dominion material because they contain direct reference to 

humanity's rule over the creation or at least reference to the imagery of Genesis 1:26-

28. These passages are Genesis 1:26-28; 9:1,7; Psalm 8:6-10; Hebrews 2:5-9; and 

James 3:7. I have used the word “strictly” in the preceding sentence because there 

might be suggestions that the dominion material is occurs frequently in many other 

biblical texts.  

 

The breadth and depth of the application of the meaning of הדר  is overpowering, to 

say the least. The construct הדר  carries a huge etymological and lexical complexity 

(Isaacs & Hallel 2013:2-3) that cannot be explained in a few paragraphs of this 

literature review. Hall (2004:210) even suggests that “the Biblical injunction of ‘have 

dominion’ could be interpreted not literally, but etymologically so that it reflects a 

meaning different from what it could be.” To demonstrate the enormity of the 

interpretation of the meaning of this reference in Genesis 1:26-28, Middleton (2005), 

in his “The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1,” states that “For nearly two 

thousand years now the Christian tradition has singled out Genesis 1:26-27 for special 

attention.” The “special attention” refers to the Hebrew word הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28, 

which has been the subject of hermeneutical, epistemological and etymological 

discourse as is its parallel with kābash ( שׁבכ ) — “to subdue” the earth.  
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The lessons from these diverse hermeneutical data covering several centuries 

indicate that there will always be multiple exegetical options serving several purposes 

(Bates 2010; Erickson 2009), among them Christian fundamentalists who find their 

endorsement of their hostility to environmentalism in Genesis 1:26-28 (Beisner 

1990:165). It will become evident in this chapter that how one understands הדר  will 

depend to a great extent on one’s own cultural location. Anderson (1983:14) confirms 

in his “Creation and Ecology” that:  

 
We read the Bible where we are: as people who are conditioned by the times in which 
we live and by the history which is part of us (including a philosophical heritage, 
capitalism and its Marxist counterpart, and the scientific movement.  

 

The dominionist interpretation is found in a much earlier historical-critical interpretive 

discourse that dealt with the precedent leitmotif in Genesis 1:26, that is, the imago Dei. 

Although it is almost accepted that “The concept ‘image of God’ or imago Dei forms 

part of Christian theology’s view that humankind somehow corresponds to God as 

Creator” (Bosman 2010:561), there is clearly a wide spectrum of opinions of what 

imago Dei actually means (Merrill 2003:441-442). According to Middleton (1994a:8) 

“These biblical verses constitute the locus classicus of the doctrine of imago Dei, the 

notion that human beings are made in God's image.” Simango’s (2012) “The Meaning 

of Imago Dei (Gen 1:27-27) in Genesis 1-11” seems to follow the same trajectory of 

the Euro-American historical-critical method. He also contributes to the historical 

tracking of the imago Dei with “The Imago Dei (Genesis 1:26-27): A History of 

Interpretation from Philo to the Present” (2016).15  

 

Other useful summary accounts of the history of imago Dei include those of 

Brueggemann (1982a), Hoekema (1986), Jonsson (1988) and many earlier scholars 

(Crawford 1966; Clines 1968) whose understanding of imago Dei has set the general 

direction of successive discussions. In “The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in 

Genesis 1,” Middleton (2005:15ff) notes that the literature on imago Dei is limitless. 

 
15 The evidence of those who believed in the dominion motif in Genesis 1:26-28 is broad in terms of 
time sequencing and literary type. For an examination of the history of interpretation of dominion 
material, see Manahan, RE 1982. A re-examination of the cultural mandate: an analysis and evaluation 
of the dominion materials. Unpublished DD Dissertation, Grace Theological Seminary. 
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Unfortunately, Miller (1972:20) believes that Genesis 1:26 “has already been explored 

so thoroughly by biblical scholars that one may question whether any significant 

observations can possibly be made.” Clearly, Miller has argued from the context of 

Western hermeneutics that did not allow other voices and experiences. Regarding the 

imago Dei and dominion mandate in Genesis 1:26-28 therefore, I agree with Isaacs 

and Hallel (2013:14) that the two are related in some respects but are not 

synonymous. This means that the two can be treated separately as is the case with 

this study. 

 

The dominionist interpretation was essentially based on the anthropocentric view that 

human beings are the pinnacle and purpose of creation; humanity is elevated far 

above all other creatures and becomes God’s deputy over the natural realm based on 

the image of God verse (Gn 1:26). Writing from an African (Nigerian) perspective, 

Ngele (2009:171) comments in his “The Dominion Clause and Eco-stewardship in 

Genesis 1:26-29” that: 

 
This biased view of mankind (sic) had been extremely anthropocentric. This arrogant 
posture of mankind (sic) over nature that had lynched the ecology all has its root 
from the theological overviews of man’s superiority over nature-a travesty indeed. 
This culture of pride and superiority, which is characterized by vandalization, 
exploitation and wanton destruction of the ecology, was later compounded by the 
medieval cosmology of man above nature syndrome.  

 

It can be argued further that this anthropocentric culture is also premised on Western 

dualistic paradigm and dichotomist assumptions of the place of human beings in the 

natural world. African scholars from diverse academic disciplines argue that the 

dualistic paradigm of Western Christianity was brought to Africa through the 

missionary hermeneutics and has consequently contributed to the anathematisation 

of African cultures and religions. The explanation is that African cultures and religions 

inherently form a coherent ordering of the life-system. Dualism and dichotomy of 

divine-human-nature relationship is foreign to African worldview. Instead, Africans 

emphasise the unitary and wholeness of human existence. Humanity functions within 

this life-system and the sustainability of human beings is dependent on the proper 

functioning of the life-system. From the perspective of biblical hermeneutics, meaning 

and purpose of human existence are all done within this life-system (Dube 2006; 

Mosala 1983). 
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It is this dualistic tendency that has pitched humans against nature and this, according 

to Birch (1991:89), resulted in an interpretation giving human beings the mandate to 

exploit nature for a narrow human purpose. For example, Western Christianity in a 

sense has nurtured a culture that projects two distinct planes of existence, namely, 

the sacred and the secular (Smith 1975). I am cautious not to repeat the importance 

of presuppositions in the interpretive process. However, suffice it to mention again that 

this demonstrates how biblical interpretation is fuelled by cultural biases.  

 

The dominionist interpretation is found mostly in traditional commentaries and Old 

Testament theologies such as that of Eichrodt (1985:127, 151) who states that: 

 
Subjugations of the earth and dominion over its creatures bestows on the human 
race a common universal task…so man (sic) has authority over a wide sphere of 
activity. Here he (sic) rules in the fullness of his (sic) own power, installed as lord 
over the created world, called by the divine blessing at creation to people all 
obstacles to the spread of his (sic) natural sovereignty. 

 

What is important to note in the above assertion is the robust impulse and unconscious 

masculinity of the interpretation of הדר  perhaps reflecting the dualistic mind-set of this 

generation of scholarship and the imperial domination of the West. In essence, this 

interpretation sees nature as the object of human gratification. Glacken (1967: 494) 

argues that: 

 
It is in the thought of this period that there begins a unique formulation in Western 
thought, marking itself off from the other great traditions, such as the Indian and the 
Chinese.... The religious idea that man (sic) has dominion over the earth, that he 
(sic) completes the creation, becomes sharper and more explicit by the seventeenth 
century.  

 

Although the dominion mandate is not named per se in Genesis 1:26-28, it is widely 

held, applied and inferred by creationists who strongly argue that humanity is not an 

accidental creation that somewhat arbitrarily achieved some consciousness. The 

concept is used theologically to defend humanity’s distinct purpose. Henry Morris, a 

creationist, says in his “The Bible and/or Biology” (1999:4) that “This ‘dominion 

mandate,’ as it has been called, is in effect a command to do science...”  
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An inquiry into the interpretation of הדר  unavoidably prompts a conversation on the 

theology of creation. This trajectory is found specifically in the body of knowledge 

about biblical creation theology in the creation narratives in Genesis, the Psalms and 

the Wisdom literature. The works of Childs (1985) “Old Testament Theology in a 

Canonical Context” and Preuss’ (1995) “Old Testament Theology” are useful for an 

expanded reading on the subject. The creation theology discourse is beyond the scope 

of this study but it is worth mentioning in order to confirm its global context and source 

in Genesis 1:26-28. Creation theology also continues to be a field of contestation since 

the publication of Gerhard von Rad’s influential “The Theological Problem of the Old 

Testament Doctrine of Creation” (1984), which claimed that “creation was subservient 

to salvation.” One of the critical questions this body of knowledge is asking is whether 

creation theology is marginalised, subservient to salvation history or not? To deal with 

this question, Brueggemann (1996:188) attempts to find relevance of creation 

theology in modern times: 

New investigations in creation faith and its complement, wisdom theology, suggest 
that the environment is to be understood as a delicate, fragile system of interrelated 
parts that is maintained and enhanced by the recognition of limits and givens and by 
the judicious exercise of choices. 

 

Clifford (1985:507) summarises the situation of creation theology as follows: 

 
An impressive variety of people today are asserting in different ways the central 
importance of the biblical doctrine of creation: fundamentalists seeking court-ordered 
public-school instruction in Genesis, feminists revising patriarchal interpretations of 
creation texts, systematic theologians reassessing the traditional place of creation in 
the Christian synthesis. 

 

In his “Stewardship of Creation,” Russell Butkus also presents a list of salient features 

of creation theology and relates these to the environmental crisis (Butkus 2002:17). 

Certainly, the current environmental problems are creation-in-crisis. 

 

From the South African traditional Old Testament studies, Peet van Dyk has written 

several articles and a book on Genesis and creation narratives. Of particular 

significance here is Van Dyk’s “A Brief History of Creation” (2001), which includes a 

reflection on African perspectives on creation. In another article, “Creation, Temple 

and Magic. A Magico-mythical Reading of Genesis 1” (2009a), Van Dyk investigates 
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the nature of myth, magic and ritual and their inter-relationships using Gadamer’s 

(1989) hermeneutics. Further, in “Challenges in the Search for Ecotheology,” Van Dyk 

(2009b:190-195) claims that the hostility against the environment in the Old Testament 

can be traced to four factors: (1) human dominion of the earth, based on the 

interpretation of Genesis 1:28 and Psalm 8; (2) patriarchal monotheism, which 

legitimated the socio-economic development of agricultural communities; (3) the 

negative concept of wilderness, since in the Bible the desert is described as dreadful, 

dangerous and a wasteland; and (4) the promise of land, which could be interpreted 

as promoting the idea that land is a commodity belonging to humans.  

 

I concur with the kind of conclusion that Lohfink (1994a:17) has reached “No one may 

use this text to legitimate what humanity has inaugurated in modern time, the bitterly 

evil results of which appear to be showing themselves on our horizon.” It is not difficult 

to speculate about what Lohfink means but one can also observe that it excludes the 

aftermath of colonial and imperial activities of the West. By way of summary, the 

following self-explanatory paragraph from Steven Simpkins’ (2016:19) “Liberative 

Creation: Finding Alternative Meaning in Genesis 1:1-2:3” throws more light on the 

discussion: 

 
This text emerged from a chaotic world in which the Israelites were under control of 
the Babylonian empire and desperately desired to return back to their homeland and 
live in self-governance. The context of oppression from which the first creation 
account emerged provides a wedge into the text and its intended meaning. Surely a 
reading of the text that allows for the justification of abuse of resources or a social 
structure that is unjust is a reading that misses the mark of the author’s original 
intention.  

 

It seems that prior to Lynn White’s watershed publication in 1966, the dominion 

mandate had dominated the interpretation of הדר  for several centuries and it was used 

as biblical validation of an anthropocentric relationship between humans and the earth. 

Clearly, this interpretation of הדר  contradicts the principles of intrinsic value, 

interconnection and interdependence of creation, which are now frequently referenced 

in eco-theology.  
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2.6 ECO-THEOLOGICAL MANDATE AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

 

In the introduction of the present chapter, I noted that interpreters come to the Bible 

with interests, concerns and commitments. Such is the case with ecological concerns 

and commitment to environmental suitability or Sustainable Development (SD). 

“Sustainable development (SD) has become pervasive. SD has become the 

watchword for international aid agencies, the jargon of development partners, the 

theme of conferences and learned papers, and the slogan of developmental and 

environmental activists” (Lele 1999:607). It is undebatable that in the last few decades, 

there has been a shift in human consciousness and increased awareness around 

issues of environmental sustainability.  

 

It is argued that the ecological interest (climate change or global warning) and 

pressure to commit to environmental issues is the ecological foundation for the 

interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28. The ecological interpretation or environmental 

stewardship (Richter 2008) is the antithesis to the anthropocentricism of the 

antecedent dominionist interpretation. Grose (2005:30) shows that, “The Genesis 1 

creation narrative establishes an important relationship between humans and the 

earth characterized by intrinsic value, interconnection and interrelation that becomes 

an important foundation for the development of an ecological consciousness.”  

  

The literature dealing with this subject is too vast to cite exhaustively. It covers various 

interdisciplinary fields, hermeneutical genres, epistemological constructs and 

commitments with themes such as eco-theology, eco-justice, eco-feminism, creation 

spirituality, Christian stewardship, Green theology, Spaceship earth, Earth ethic, Earth 

summit, Earth charter, greenhouse theology and so forth. A voluminous work by 

Hessel Dieter and Rosemary R. Ruether (eds) entitled “Christianity and Ecology 

Seeking the Well-being of Earth and Humans” (2000), provides a collection of 

apologetic views by various scholars of ecology. Kavusa’s (2019) article, “Ecological 

Hermeneutics and the Interpretation of Biblical Texts Yesterday, Today and Onwards: 

Critical Reflection and Assessment” also provides a synopsis of approaches that apply 

ecological hermeneutics.  
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The insurgence of dominionist interpretation permeated the Western culture for many 

decades and tried to provide an understanding of the human-nature relationship 

prescribed in the two creation narratives in Genesis. It is against this background that 

much theological-political consideration has been given to the meaning of the 

dominion mandate. Addressing the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science in December 1966, on “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Lynn 

White squarely blamed Western Christianity for its cultural imperialism as the 

ideological source of environmental problems. Lynn White’s criticism of the culpability 

of Western Christianity gave birth to a controversy that hitherto triggered a whole new 

eco-theological paradigm. Emery (1972) also critiqued the dominion mandate in the 

subtitle of his book, “The Merciless Consequence of Christianity.” White (1967:52) 

observed that “Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient paganism and Asia's 

religions (except, perhaps, Zoroastrianism), not only established a dualism of man and 

nature but also insisted that it is God's will that man exploits nature for his proper 

ends.” 

 

The disposition of the West is characterised as dualistic, with its sharp division 

between humanity and nature. Other Western scholars outside the realm of biblical 

scholarship also recognised that the theological idea of dominion had permeated the 

fabric of Western civilisation (Coleman 1976; Santmire 1970; Weisberg 1971). In 

Dennis Meadows’ “The Limits to Growth,” he formulated his point on the conflicting 

image of the human being thus: 

 
The one image of humanity…a very special creature whose unique brain gives it not 
only the capability but also the right to exploit all other creatures and everything the 
world has to offer, for its own short-term purposes. This is an ancient view of 
humanity, solidly grounded in Jewish-Christian tradition and recently strengthened 
by the magnificent technical achievements of the last few centuries (Meadows 
1972:13). 

 

My intention is not to dwell into the complexities of the causes leading to environmental 

degradation or provide environmental history. Rather, I wish to locate the cause of 

such behaviour in the Western culture, as suggested by White. Suffice it to mention 

that, in recent times, the blame continues and is now being placed on the 
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consumeristic culture of the Western economic system, the result of which sees 

powerful nations exploiting the resources of the powerless to satisfy their desire for 

wealth, comfort and power (Field 2001:69; Nȕrnberger 2007:215-216).  

 

In defence of White, Harrison (1999), argues that:  
 
White’s thesis is not concerned with the true meaning of the text, nor even its meaning 
for those who first compiled it, but rather with what the text was taken to mean in 
particular periods of history, and how it may have shaped attitudes and motivated 
particular activities. 
  

More recently, William Leiss in his 1994 book, “The Domination of Nature,” agreed 

with White’s view that Genesis was the most important cultural source for the notion 

of human mastery over nature. Harrison (1999:89) comments that White’s concern is 

about “what the text was taken to mean at certain periods of history, how it motivated 

specific activities, and how it came to sanction a particular attitude toward the natural 

world.” 

 

According to Anderson (1983:15), “…often this is the scriptural ground that is chosen 

for discussion of environmental ethics or ecological theology, whether for criticism of 

the ‘dualism of man and nature’ allegedly implied in the Creator's grant of dominion…” 

Thus, Horrell and Southgate (2008:221) note that White’s criticism was a rude 

awakening to the “obscured and distorted meaning of the original” biblical 

interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28.  

 

White’s historical contentions have not gone without scrutiny by different scholars 

(Barbour 1973; Cohen 1989; Windham 2012). The interest of this study is the 

proliferation of literature on the ecological interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28. This 

perspective seems to be driven by the apologetic Western Christianity trying to deal 

with the embarrassment of Lynn White’s critique. Critics from various quarters have 

refuted White’s charges claiming that she misunderstood the true intention of this 

passage. However, others seriously began to look at environmental issues from a 

Christian revisionist perspective (Reumann 1992; Wilkinson 1991). What is 

undisputable is that White’s comments sparked the genesis of a new form of eco-

hermeneutics. A preponderance of more ecology-friendly concepts of caring and 
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stewardship have since emerged and dominated the landscape of Genesis 1:26-28 

(Anderson 1975; 1992).  

 

In this regard, one can distinguish a new hermeneutical trajectory called “eco-

theology” or “ecological hermeneutics” (Conradie 2010; Kavusa 2019; Van Dyk 

2009b). An example of an apologetic reaction to White includes Barr’s 1972 article, 

“Man and Nature. The Ecological Controversy of Old Testament.” Barr rejects the 

destructive dominion motif and argues that Genesis 1:26-28 is not about the 

exploitation of the earth but its protection and preservation. Watson (1992:81-82) 

refers to this new hermeneutics as “strategy of recovery of the eco-friendliness of 

biblical texts,” while Santmire (2000:7) describes it as an “apologetic reading.”  

 

Instead of seeing White’s observation as provocative as Elspeth Whitney in the 1993 

“Lynn White, Ecotheology, and History” argues, I suggest that his comments should 

rather be seen as exposing the problem of dominionist interpretation. It is possible to 

provide direct evidence that links the dominionist interpretation with Western 

imperialism and colonialism. However, Carolyn Merchant’s book, “Reinventing Eden 

– the Fate of Nature in Western Culture” (2003) is celebrated for its proposal of “an 

environmental ethic based on a partnership between humans and the nonhuman 

world: rather than being either dominators or victims, people would cooperate with 

nature and each other in healthier, more just, and more environmentally sustainable 

ways.” 

 

Another example of ecological interpretation is found in the five-volume series, 

“Introducing the Earth Bible.” In this series, Habel (2000b:9-10) explains the 

complexity of the cosmic crisis and calls for an awareness of the new Earth. The new 

ecological hermeneutics denounces the cultural habits underlying ecological 

destruction and deals with ecology issues more positively with the six eco-justice 

principles it has identified: (1) Intrinsic worth, (2) Interconnectedness, (3) Voice, (4) 

Purpose, (5) Mutual custodianship and (6) Resistance. Surely, there are good reasons 

behind Moltmann’s (1985: xi) remark that “the earth crisis challenges us to read the 

Bible afresh and ask whether the biblical text itself, its interpreters – or both – have 
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contributed to this crisis.” In “The Greening of the Church,” McDonagh (1990:119) 

underscores the non-destructive nature of “dominion”:  

 
The original commission was, in fact, a challenge to humans to imitate God’s 
loving kindness and faithfulness and act as his viceroy in relationship to the non-
human component of the earth. This is the original meaning of the verb הדר  used 
in the text. 

 

Similarly, in his 2019 Encyclical Letter “Laudati Si’ and the Environment,” Pope Francis 

challenges the traditional construct of dominion and places emphasis on “keeping and 

caring” as an important counterpoint to notions of dominion.  

 

Eco-theological studies have taken some considerable shape also in South Africa. For 

example, in “Taking Stock of Old Testament Scholarship on Environmental Issues in 

South Africa: The main contributors and challengers,” Van Heerden (2009) offers a 

helpful overview of general commentaries on environmental issues. I find relevant in 

this article, his pertinent question at the end, “How do other societal problems such as 

poverty, political liberation struggles, and human rights movements impact on 

ecological matters?” (2009:714). A very useful publication for further research in 

ecological hermeneutics is that of Ernst Conradie, “Christianity and Ecological 

Theology: Resources for further Research” (2006b), in which he provides extensive 

review of indexed bibliography of Christian ecological theology as well as “The Road 

towards an Ecological Biblical and Theological Hermeneutics” (2006a). 

 

With the ecological interpretation of הדר , anthropocentric assumptions of the dominion 

mandate of the Western Christian tradition have been questioned and considered with 

suspicion. The concept of הדר  has been transformed from its initial anthropomorphic 

bias and given an ecological foundation. With its newfound meaning in eco-theology, 

its primary emphasis includes interconnection, interdependence and intrinsic value of 

creation (Habel 2000c:35). This leads us to yet another contemporary interpretive 

paradigm of stewardship. 
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2.7 STEWARDSHIP PARADIGM 

 

In the area of Western biblical studies, the last few decades have undoubtedly aroused 

tremendous interest in the concept of stewardship because environmental issues 

became a focal point in contemporary global dynamics. There is a plethora of 

definitions of ‘steward” and ‘stewardship’ (Hall 1994). By way of introductory remarks, 

Butkus (2002:18) observes that: 

 
Our notion of stewardship comes from biblical creation theology, dis-tributed 
throughout the Bible but most visible in Genesis, the Psalms, and the Wisdom 
literature of ancient Israel. This body of theology, as it receives renewed attention by 
biblical scholars, has important implications in our attempt to interpret and respond 
to the environmental crisis.  

 

 These words introduce a variant interpretation of הדר . Crouch (2010:1) proposes a 

parenting metaphor that suggests that “the linguistic and cultural background of the 

words צלם  and דמות  supports a reading of Genesis 1:26–7 as a statement of 

humanity’s divine parentage.” This variant falls within the interpretation which renders 

הדר  as environmental stewardship (Hall 1986). Rather than considering that humanity 

has supreme and manipulative power over creation, there is a basis to consider 

humanity as a “steward,” exercising power on behalf of the life-giving Creator (Gore 

1992; Hall 2004).  

 

I may ask at this point whether the concept of הדר  indicates a moral dominion of 

humanity over creation. Traditional and conservative exegetes, who want to stick to 

the “original” lexical meaning” of הדר  would probably have an issue inventing new 

forms of dominion. To set the tone, Palmer (2006:63) admits that “Correspondingly, 

there has been a recognition that, for those of us in the industrialized West at least, a 

different language is needed with which to speak about the place of humanity in the 

natural world.” For example, ‘stewardship’ as a concept is found in both secular16 and 

 
16 Literature on leadership as stewardship is enormous. Like many other contemporary theories of 
leadership, stewardship in the business and political sectors is concerned with addressing globally 
chronic problems including corruption and unethical violations. In the private sector, environmental 
stewardship has become an urgent matter seeking to address the private sector’s commitment to 
stewardship. Broadly speaking, it is often associated with leadership traits and model (Peters & April 
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theological/religious discourses. Scientists and politicians, Christians and non-

Christians all use this concept frequently in their discussion of environmental issues, 

which immediately renders the concept non-homogenous.  

 

Is the concept of ‘steward’ or ‘stewardship’ reflected in the etymology of the word הדר ? 

Strictly speaking from the viewpoint of grammatical criticism, the word “steward” or 

“stewardship” is a construct that does not appear in Genesis 1:26-28 but in other parts 

of the Bible (Gn 15:2; 44:1; 1 Chr 28:1; Mt 20:8; Lk 12:42; 16:1-2; 1 Cor 4:2). If we 

employ Palmer’s (2006:64) set of three criteria to consider stewardship (the use of the 

term steward; an attitude which might be described as stewardship of nature and lastly 

whether the notion is found universally in the Bible), then, I am inclined to agree with 

Berry (2206:64) that in Genesis 1:26-28, “we are dealing with the deduction of an 

attitude which might be described as stewardship of nature.” In other words, in 

Genesis 1:26-28, humanity is not explicitly depicted as the steward of creation, but it 

seems that הדר  is given a new meaning (perhaps out of context) to reflect the modern 

concept of “responsible stewardship” of the earth. This new meaning of the verb הדר  

is found in Brueggemann’s (1994:346) “The New Interpreter's Bible: Genesis to 

Leviticus” and it refers to caregiving, even nurturing, not exploitation or malevolence.  

 

Therefore, there is an assumption built into the recent biblical literature that the 

stewardship of nature has biblical foundations. The concept of “steward” or 

“stewardship” has now been introduced and applied theologically to the biblical 

concept of הדר  to refer to “humans as trustees responsible for the care of their fellow 

creatures (Habel & Wurst 2000:13). Again, the introduction of the notion of 

“stewardship” is to nullify the earlier negative meaning of aggression and violent 

destruction, which suggested that humanity had been entrusted with the earth to 

plunder it indiscriminately. Humans are now the stewards of creation and 

consequently, a “creation theology of stewardship” emerged As such, the reading that 

associates stewardship with the meaning of הדר  is particularly interesting because 

 
2014), behaviour (Davis, Schoorman & Donaldson 1997), mindset (Senge 1990), practices of corporate 
governance (Block 1993) in addressing environmental sustainability and corporate citizenship. The 
biblical basis for environmental values and culture remains a highly contested discourse in the private 
sector (Heuer 2010:37). 
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stewardship is then rooted in the creation stories of Genesis 1-2 (Carson, France & 

Wenham 1994:61; Ellwell 1992:1054). The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 

Church articulates that, “The Lord entrusted all of creation to their (humanity’s) 

responsibility, charging them to care for its harmony and development. This special 

bond with God explains the privileged position of the first human couple in the order 

of creation.”  

 

To a certain extent, environmental stewardship (Berry 2006; Esler 1998) is a 

development within the eco-theology trajectory. In fact, Berry (2006: ix) declares: “The 

more that I study the Bible, the more I am convinced that it is not a textbook of 

environmental destruction, but rather a compelling work on the care and stewardship 

of creation.” Richard Bauckham, in “Bible and Ecology” (), claims that Genesis 1:26-

28 is “the basis on which the whole discussion of stewardship ultimately rests” 

(Bauckham 2010:11-12). According to Van Dyk (2011: 523, 524), in his “Responsible 

Stewardship”: The Root of All Evil in Eco-theology?:  
 

Responsible stewardship of the earth has often been hailed by eco-theologians as 
an important corrective to an exploitative dominion-orientated attitude towards the 
earth… Such an interpretation would then give theologians permission to tackle a 
new worthwhile cause (i.e. the ecological crisis), something they can pursue with 
diligence and righteous enthusiasm.  

 

The concept of stewardship sounds more positive, provides some environmental ethic 

and establishes some philosophical and theological foundation for dealing with 

ecological crises. However, Palmer (2006:70) points out that, “there is still a strong 

assumption that humanity is separate from the rest of the natural world, that humans 

are indeed in control of nature, and that nature is dependent on humanity for its 

management.” This is a remarkable observation because it shows that human beings 

will almost always tend to exhibit an anthropocentric attitude. One must ask, does the 

natural environment need human management for its sustainability or it is actually 

human beings who desperately need the natural environment?  

 

In sum, the introduction of the concept of stewardship also follows the West’s old guise 

of dominion narrative based on the mechanistic model, which cited the Genesis 1:26-

28 text to substantiate exploitation of the earth. Stewardship is introduced almost to 
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redeem the polemic of הדר  in Genesis 1.26-28 that human beings are called “to rule 

and subdue the earth” such that the creation of human beings is now in continuity with 

the harmonious creation. The word stewardship does not appear in Genesis 1:26-28. 

However, in this interpretive paradigm, verbs such as ‘rule’ are re-interpreted positively 

as ‘caring for the weak.’ Human beings are called to care for the earth with compassion 

and to pay particular attention to the marginalised.  

 

2.8 GENESIS 1:26-28 IN AFRICAN BIBLICAL STUDIES 

 

Are there any traces of the interpretation of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 in African Biblical 

Studies? African Biblical Hermeneutics particularly African liberation hermeneutics 

does not seem to have literature on Genesis creation narratives. This justifies the 

urgent necessity of the application of a more liberational/transformational reading of 

creation narratives. Dube (2006:178) insists that:  

 
A re-reading of Gen 1:28 in hermeneutics that is both postcolonial, dialogical and 
liberating enables us to apply a humane attitude in the kind of treatment we mete out 
to creation and in particular to animals keeping in view the Creator’s intention of a 
more responsible and nurturing human imago Dei.  

 

The literature that is available, must always be understood from the context of Africa’s 

reaction to the many years of the exploitation of African resources by colonial powers 

(Ukpong 2004b:83-88). The first place to look is in the distinct and recognisable 

trajectory within the mainstream African Biblical Hermeneutics/African comparative 

approach or paradigm (Ukpong 2000; West 2008a), which seeks to find similarities or 

points of contact between the Old Testament and African cultures (Flint 1987:179). 

Annun (2000:468) affirms:  

 
In sum, the comparative method arose as a response to a colonial conception of 
African Traditional Religion and culture on the part of the missionaries who believed 
that African cultures were satanic and pagan and needed to be totally abandoned if 
Christianity was to thrive in Africa. 

 

Holter (2002:88) describes as dialogical “where a comparative methodology facilitates 

a parallel interpretation of certain biblical texts or motifs and supposed African 

parallels, letting the two illuminate one another.” The comparative approach does not 
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only compare the Old Testament with the religious and cultural practices of African 

religions and cultures, at the heart of this approach is the emphasis on the relevance 

of African cultures in the study of Old Testament. Strictly in the context of this study, 

there are limited comparative studies on Genesis 1:26-28. However, Adamo’s (1989) 

“Understanding the Genesis Creation Account in an African Background” is of some 

relevance. Moiseraele Prince Dibeela (2000), who originates from Botswana, has 

written a chapter, “A Setswana Perspective on Genesis 1:1-10,” using a comparative 

approach. Although his article covers the first part of the Priestly creation narrative, it 

excludes the pericope under study. 

 

Additionally, Ramantswana’s (2012) article, “From Bad to Good: A Dialogic Reading 

of Genesis 1,” attempts to move away from the traditional historical-critical method 

and proposes a different approach, which he calls “dialogic.” This article deals with the 

whole unit of Genesis 1:1-2:4a and does not make any specific commentary on the 

pericope under study. Ramantswana (2012:238) proposes that:  

[The] process in Genesis 1:1-2:4a projects the creation process as progressing, in 
superlative terms, from a “very bad” state to a “very good” state, that is, from a non-
functional state to a functional state, and that the goodness of creation does not 
necessarily have to be tied with the moral quality of the first human beings.  

In another article by Ramantswana entitled “Conflicts at Creation: Genesis 1-3 in 

Dialogue with the Psalter” (2014), he offers a counter proposal to Gunkel’s 

Chaoskampf motif, which proposes that the creation of the universe came about as 

the result of a cosmic conflict between God and Chaos.  

 

In an earlier article, “Humanity not Pronounced Good: A Re-reading of Genesis 1:26-

31 in Dialogue with Genesis 2-3” (2013), Ramantswana had argued that there is 

absence of what he calls “evaluation formula” in Genesis 1:26-30, which creates 

suspension and anticipation. Overall, Ramantswana’s articles on creation narratives 

bear no distinct features of the expected innovative, reactionary and transformative or 

liberationist reading/task of African Biblical Hermeneutics as suggested by Adamo 

(2015b), Mbuvi (2017) and West (2018), amongst others. Instead, his approach is 

aimed at dissecting the technical aspects of the biblical texts in order to explicate the 

meaning. 
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Beyond the South African borders and still on the African continent, there is significant 

research that emerged from Nigeria. It is significant because it shows those distinct 

features of contextual African biblical studies. An example of such is Ahiamadu’s 

(2010) “A Postcolonial Critical Assessment of the Imago Dei in Gen 1:26-28 in Nigerian 

Perspective,” which borrows from Middleton’s (2005:66-7) “creative, caring and 

protective representation of God and which reflects an anthropocentric rule over 

nature in a humane and responsible manner” but contextualises the interpretation with 

a refreshing post-colonial perspective.  

 

Kavusa’s (2019) monograph entitled, “Humans and Ecosystems in the Priestly 

Creation Account: An Ecological Interpretation of Genesis 1:1-2:4a,” came out of his 

Master’s dissertation. Kavusa reflects on Genesis 1:1-2:4a using primarily historical 

criticism but the result is contextualised ecological hermeneutics. Additionally, to note 

is Julia F. Awajiusuk, who attempts a contextual reading in his 2012 “Genesis 1:26-28 

– A Panacea to Environmental Degradation in Niger Delta, Nigeria” in order to deal 

with the human effect of environmental degradation on the Niger Delta. 

 

From the above observations, one can conclude that each social location of 

scholarship relates biblical interpretation to its immediate socio-political and cultural 

vicissitudes or issues. This has been the case in Western Europe, the United States 

and Asia. The same principle should apply without any apology to African biblical 

scholarship, which must deal with issues of post-independence/post-coloniality. 

 

2.9 ECOLOGY AND LIBERATION 

 

Issues of ecology as well as those of social justice also need to be addressed. I try 

hard not to come across as prioritising social justice over ecological issues. The 

‘either/or’ mentality is often the danger, but I am sympathetic towards both issues. This 

last section deals with the interpretation of הדר  emanating from the tradition of 

liberation hermeneutics. At this point, however, it is pertinent to mention several 

writings of Leonardo Boff. In his “Cry the Earth, Cry the Poor” (1997), Boff’s work 

marks the onset of the generation of environmental knowledge for social justice. He 

introduces a nuanced dimension of liberation theology to ecological theology.  
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Boff’s argument that creation narratives cannot be limited to ecological concerns is of 

great relevance in the context of Africa because the poor and the marginalised are 

members of the cosmos and remain the most threatened species in creation. In other 

words, ecology cannot be isolated from issues of liberation and social justice. For 

example, from the Philippines context, Holden, Nadeau and Porio (2017:1) argue that 

“Ecological liberation theology considers the relationship between poverty, ecological 

devastation, and oppression as an interrelated structural problem.” In another example 

Marguerite Spencer’s article, “Environmental Racism and Black Theology: James H. 

Cone Instructs Us on Whiteness” (2008), argues that environmental racism is as real 

as racism in other sectors of society.  

 

In addition to the above, we are justified to review the recent history of feminist 

hermeneutics, with its profound challenging of patriarchal interpretations of creation 

texts. McFague (1987:63), in her “Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear 

Age,” argues that the traditional interpretation of imago Dei and הדר  are derived from 

of man ruling over woman and serves to enforce and legitimate such rule by its 

association of male dominance with God's transcendence. Objections to the 

monarchical model used to define the concept of הדר  are raised by Keller (1986) in 

her interdisciplinary “From a Broken Web: Separation, Sexism, and Self.” Coming 

through as eco-feminist trajectory, Rosemary Radford Reuther’s work “Women 

Healing Earth” provides an elaborate study on eco-feminism. According to Reuther 

(1996:27), the domination and exploitation of nature and of women are considered 

similar. Other exegetical references with feminist concerns are Phyllis Bird’s “Male and 

Female He Created Them: Gen 1:27b in the Context of the P Account of Creation” 

(1981) and Phyllis Trible’s “A Love Story Gone Awry” (1978). 

 

In an article entitled, “Female and Royal Humanity? One African Woman’s Meditation 

on Psalm 8,” Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2014b) offers other directions in the 

interpretation of Psalm 8. She raises pertinent questions about African female 

leadership in the context of African traditional patriarchy. What is of relevance in this 

article is the question of ‘who/what is a human being’ (a woman) in the interpretation 

of Psalm 8. To that extent, similar questions could be posed: what is the vocation of a 
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human being in the concept of הדר  in the post-apartheid South Africa or who/what is 

a human being in the context of social injustice, oppression and economic disparities?  

 

In concluding this part, there is probably no set of issues of greater importance in the 

modern world than those of ecology and social justice. A plea for a more 

transformational and liberational mandate of הדר  emanates from the fact that social 

justice and environmental justice are intrinsically interconnected. The interpretation of 

הדר  in eco-theology reminds those who contemplate exploiting the earth that there is 

interconnectedness between daily human life and the state of the Earth. Further, it 

reminds us that the effects of environmental crisis are worst experienced by people 

who are socially, economically, culturally, politically and institutionally marginalised. 

Thus, an eco-theological interpretation of הדר  will be incomplete without addressing 

issues of social justice. 

 

2.10 CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER 

 

This literature review has presented several contours, which open up fresh dialogues. 

However, I briefly highlight a couple of observations. From the perspective of 

hermeneutics, the literature review has revealed that the history of biblical 

interpretation of any text will always be clothed in controversy due to methodological 

considerations and the social location of the interpreter. The current chapter has 

shown that over the centuries the concept of הדר  has been subject of numerous 

interpretations and readings. These varieties of interpretation of הדר  have become a 

conundrum for biblical scholarship throughout the ages and in contemporary times. 

Given the abundance and variety of scholarly literature produced on הדר , I can argue 

that there is no end to the hermeneutical dialogue it provokes. While none of these 

proposed interpretations and meanings of הדר  can claim to be conclusive, it is my 

hope that this study will offer some fresh interpretive perspectives from the social 

location of post-apartheid South Africa. It will do so by paying attention to issues of 

social injustice, unemployment, racism and economic inequalities, which characterise 

post-apartheid South Africa. 
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Although I did not review every single commentary on Genesis 1:26-28, one could 

safely suggest that the general literature on Genesis 1:26-28 is characterised 

predominantly by Euro-American biblical criticism, concerns and interests. However, 

the history of interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28 shows two major streams. The first and 

earlier stream understood הדר  to mean that humanity could be a despot (Harrison 

1999:105) and exercise dominion over creation. This had dangerous ramifications 

because it was used to legitimise the exploitation of the environment. The second, 

chiefly responsible for the emergence of ecological consciousness, is the stream that 

interprets הדר  as an admirable construct that encourages caring for creation and 

stewardship.  

 

At the same time, it must be said that there is noticeable absence or limited 

commentary by South African liberation hermeneutics specifically on the study of 

creation narratives in the book of Genesis. It is apparent that South African scholarship 

has not played a significant hermeneutical role in the interpretation of creation 

narratives along the various South African hermeneutical trajectories (liberation, 

feminist, post-colonial, culture). This is confirmed by the limited publications in this 

regard, which is perplexing considering the African comparative studies that suggest 

that there are cultural, religious and socio-political affinities between the Old 

Testament and the 'African experience' (Burden 1986:95-110; Dickson 1973:141-184; 

Flint 1987:180).  

 

I consider that there are reasons why creation narratives as a genre are not as popular 

as historiographic writings such as Exodus and prophetic writings in liberation 

hermeneutics but these are too many and too complex to unpack in this study. Suffice 

to mention at least two of these reasons here. The first has to do with the overall status 

of creation in Old Testament theology before and during the 20th century (Fretheim 

2005). Some reputable scholars (Brueggemann 1997; Goldingay 2010; Perdue 1994; 

Reventlow 2002) have acknowledged the ‘marginalisation of creation.’ The other 

reason has to do with the genre of creation narratives. These creation narratives are 

often relegated to the level of mythology and cosmogony making them less attractive 

to study from a human perspective of social justice. I believe therefore that there 

remain significant lacunae to be addressed by using the various tools of African 
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Biblical Hermeneutics to study and contextualise mythical and poetic texts of the Bible 

because they are rich in meaning. The following chapter seeks to explicate these tools 

and the importance of the hermeneutical foundations of African Biblical Hermeneutics. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND WORLDVIEWS OF 

AFRICAN BIBLICAL HERMENEUTICS 
 

Afrocentricity seeks to re-locate the African person as an agent in human history in 
an effort to eliminate the illusion of the fringes. For the past five hundred years 
Africans have been taken off of cultural, economic, religious, political, and social 
terms and have existed primarily on the periphery of Europe (Asante 1988:7). 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Nothing would be more interesting in a study of the meaning of accounts of creation 

held by people of different social locations than to reveal nuances and perspectives 

never experienced before. In Chapter Two, I have provided a review of literature on 

the current state of scholarship regarding the interpretation of the concept of הדר  in 

Genesis 1:26-28. The review showed that the interpretation of הדר  largely derives from 

Western scholarship, influenced by its Eurocentric considerations.  

 

Clearly, it is limiting to describe the richness of the interdependent relationship 

between humans and nature only from the considerations of the West. The effects of 

Asante’s words above on Afrocentric paradigm17 are astounding as a prelude to this 

study, whose goal is also to contribute towards decolonising biblical studies in Africa. 

The intent to decolonise biblical hermeneutics is very pronounced and eloquently 

argued by most African biblical scholars. The question is, what needs to be 

decolonised in the Eurocentric criticism? There is agreement among African scholars 

that the major obstacle in interpretation is the prevalence of Eurocentric constructs, 

worldviews and presuppositions in biblical hermeneutics. The missionary-colonial 

enterprise imposed its dominance and subjugated “African people in all spheres of 

their social, political, cultural, economic and religious settings” (Dube 1997:15). The 

chapter explores the much-neglected issue of the impact of Eurocentric 

 
17 Since the introduction of the concept by Kuhn in his 1962 classic “The structure of the scientific 
revolution,” there has been a proliferation of various descriptions of the concept of paradigm. This is 
shown in Eisner, EW 1990. “The meaning of alternative paradigms of practice,” in Guba, EG (ed), The 
paradigm dialog. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 88-102; Mertens, DM & Wilson, AT 2012. 
Program evaluation theory and practice. New York: The Guilford Press.  
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presuppositions and worldviews on biblical interpretation in Africa and why it is 

necessary to evaluate them. It is in this light that this chapter argues for a delinking of 

epistemological remnants of coloniality and the missionary gaze that demonised 

African traditions. Ramantswana 2016:178) rightly observes that:  

 
The orientation of African biblical hermeneutics has to be decolonial if it is to 
overcome the persistence of coloniality by privileging African knowledge systems 
and African thinkers. It also has to unmask the structures of coloniality that continue 
to destabilise the African imagination. 

 

Cognisant of the complexities of the act of interpreting and appropriating a biblical text, 

this chapter is of significance because the very act of appropriation does not exist in a 

vacuum. The act of interpretation and appropriation is informed by theoretical and 

epistemological assumptions and worldviews of the interpreter. I agree with Mignolo 

(2007:493) that there is absolutely nothing wrong with Western men expressing their 

ideas. However, it becomes problematic when they disregard their own limitation by 

assuming a God’s-eye view on reality, turning the provincial into the universal. I will 

argue in the following sub-section that the act of interpretation and appropriation is 

problematic and therefore needs to be treated with suspicion in African scholarship. 

 

From an academic standpoint, it is an accepted practice to establish theoretical, 

epistemological assumptions and worldviews as foci for a research project (Abend 

2008). It is not an exception to the rules of biblical hermeneutics that African Biblical 

Hermeneutics has to bring its own basic sets of beliefs to the process of interpretation. 

Therefore, it is important that the theoretical, epistemological assumptions and 

worldviews of African Biblical Hermeneutics are made explicit because they would 

provide the framework (or specific viewpoint) that holds the reading and the 

interpretation of the phenomenon under study, that is, the Bible. The African 

liberationist perspective or paradigm, as it is the case with all the other trajectories of 

African Biblical Hermeneutics, does not occur in a theoretical and epistemological 

vacuum. 

 

The phrase “An African Liberationist Perspective” in the title of this study immediately 

suggests that the human act of biblical interpretation brings certain beliefs, 

dispositions, ethical and political issues and unique philosophical assumptions to the 
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interpretive process. These are unavoidable. However, it is well known that in respect 

to the history and experience of Bible reading in Africa, the beliefs, indigenous 

knowledge systems and philosophical assumptions of Africans were supressed and 

anathematised through the colonial and missionary enterprises. Instead, the 

missionaries imposed their Western beliefs including their ways of interpreting the 

Bible and made them the universal standard for African Christianity (Mugambi 

2002:519-520). This was a powerful tool of disempowerment across the African 

continent, yet with its universalising character, it kept the African continent with only 

one colonial way of reading the Bible. It is now a huge task to unlearn colonial 

assumptions and ideologies because many of them are still strongly embedded in the 

psyche of the African Bible reader and are continuously reinforced by the scholarly 

community, ecclesiastical practices in liturgy and religious education, etcetera. 

 

If the above is a valid observation, then, it is critical in this study, which places a 

particular emphasis on African biblical studies, to identify first the theoretical, 

philosophical, epistemological assumptions and worldviews that validate African 

Biblical Hermeneutics as a valid, creative and transformative alternative viewpoint to 

Western hegemony. Therefore, the purpose of Chapter 3 is to identify the repository 

of existing theoretical, philosophical and epistemological assumptions and worldviews 

of African Biblical Hermeneutics that can be used as a framework or paradigm for 

interpreting the concept of הדר .  

 

In the case of African Biblical Hermeneutics, the challenge is that these theoretical 

and epistemological assumptions and worldviews are not readily available in an easy-

to-go structured and off-the-shelf reference book or encyclopaedia. This makes the 

writing of this present chapter even more imperative because otherwise one must 

review numerous writings by African biblical scholars to arrive at emerging common 

assumptions, credentials or features, which could be understood as an appropriate 

and easy-to-apply framework for African Biblical Hermeneutics. 

 

The reconstructive purpose of African Biblical Hermeneutics is to unlearn many years 

of epistemic biblical imperialism, which I call the Western politics of production of 

biblical knowledge or the Western politics of biblical interpretation. The concept of 
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politics of biblical interpretation may sound strange to those who hold conservative 

and traditional views that biblical interpretation is transparent, apolitical, objective and 

scientific. By implication, biblical interpretation has a possible political status. 

However, considering the various debates around the history of biblical interpretation 

and its relationship particularly to colonialism and imperialism in Africa, it would be 

justifiable to suggest that there is such a thing as the “politics of biblical interpretation” 

that can be examined, discussed and invoked and from which certain claims can be 

made. 

 

Politically, what used to be an anathematised “Otherness” of African indigenous 

epistemology and experiences must be installed in its rightful place among other 

hermeneutical options for processing biblical data. Akena (2012:601) defines 

indigenous epistemology as “a complex accumulation of local context-relevant 

knowledge that embraces the essence of ancestral knowing as well as the legacies of 

diverse histories and cultures.”  

 

It is therefore significant to show that if African biblical scholarship wants to decentre 

and decolonise the patronage of Western categories of knowledge in biblical studies 

in Africa, then, there ought to be an alternative theoretical and epistemic framework. 

To establish an African epistemic framework, it is necessary to establish 

hermeneutical assumptions and worldviews of African Biblical Hermeneutics. 

 

An observation from literature review is that when all South African Old Scholarship is 

totalled, there is a numerical disparity of input of Africanness in the field of biblical 

studies (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & Ramantswana 2012:630). African Biblical 

Hermeneutics needs to keep at cultivating its own hermeneutical assumptions and 

worldviews in the study of Africa’s social reality and the Bible based on indigenous 

knowledge systems. Although Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ramantswana 

have identified disparities in the South African Old Testament academy, on the whole, 

African Biblical Hermeneutics is experiencing a minor academic boom across the 

continent. Admittedly, in the course of the last few decades, several important African 

hermeneutical developments have emerged, intensified and assumed a prominent 

platform and crystallising African Biblical Hermeneutics’ rightful position as an 
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alternative to the traditional Eurocentric biblical scholarship. For purposes of definition, 

Felder (1991:6) strikingly notes that: 

 
Eurocentric is not an everyday word, but it aptly describes the world in which biblical 
scholars, including black biblical scholars move every day… the conventions, the 
standards, the procedures, and the assumptions of biblical scholarship, like those in 
nearly every field, have been set and fixed by white, male, European academics over 
the past several centuries. 

 

With the newfound liberties of creativity, innovation and freedom from the colonial 

empires, African scholarship has acquired its long denied agency and begun to take 

its place in the global guild of biblical interpretation. Post-colonial studies use the 

construct of the “Empire” to refer to the imperialistic expansion, conquest and 

occupation by European nations of the majority world in Africa, Asia and the Americas 

from roughly the 16th century onwards. The term is also used to denote the enduring 

aftermath of colonialism that continues to influence all spheres of life of the previously 

colonised even after independence or liberation (Doyle 1986:45; Dube 2001:38; 

Mudimbe 1988:1-2; Said 1993:9). 

 

It is critical to observe that in the shift from the historical-critical method as a universal 

paradigm to a plurality of methods (Lategan 1984), African Biblical Hermeneutics 

represents an example of that recognisable major shift or in the history of biblical 

hermeneutics. Thus, the key to the discourse of decolonising and decentring 

Eurocentric hermeneutics lies in the hermeneutical process. The hermeneutical 

process itself is a “site-of-struggle.” 

 

3.2 INTERPRETATION AS A SITE-OF-STRUGGLE FOR AFRICAN BIBLICAL 

HERMENEUTICS 

 

In order to appreciate the politics of the discourse on theoretical assumptions and 

worldviews of African Biblical Hermeneutics, it is important to describe its context. This 

study is premised on the consideration that biblical interpretation in Africa has been 

influenced greatly and centred on Western methods of interpretation and therefore 

remains a site-of-struggle or hermeneutical war of paradigms and worldviews. African 

people have a distinct understanding of the relationship between God, humanity and 
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nature, which is different from Eurocentric cosmogony in many regards. Unavoidably, 

the discourse-situation of biblical interpretation in Africa remains overtly a politically 

charged enterprise because it is about the identity, character and purpose of African 

Biblical Hermeneutics.  

 

To demonstrate the seriousness of the discourse-situation from the perspective of the 

Roman Catholic Church, a survey reveals that not less than eight Ecclesial Documents 

have been written in the last hundred years: Providentissimus Deus (1893); Vigilantiae 

(1902); Quoniam in re Biblica (1906); Divino Afflante Spiritu (1943); The Historicity of 

the Gospels (1964); Dei Verbum (1966) and The Interpretation of the Bible in the 

Church (1994). These numerous ecclesial and pontifical documents show a guarded 

development and progression of thought and perspective within the Roman Catholic 

Church. African Biblical Hermeneutics is consciously involved in the struggle to 

liberate Bible reading and interpretation from Western hegemony. It is about the 

hermeneutical freedom and independence of African people. It is about cutting the 

umbilical cord that ties it to the missionary-colonial enterprise.  

 

Western interpretation had its own questions and problems to address. The problem 

started when, according to Sugirtharajah (2001:1), “…the Christian Bible became a 

defining symbol of European expansion” because Africa was evangelised through 

colonial machinery of the missionaries. It is not an overstatement that this study should 

be seen as a contribution to the discourse of a much bigger war of paradigms and 

worldviews in African ecclesiastical historiography and in post-colonial literature. This 

observation not only confirms the symbiotic relationship between colonialism and the 

missionary enterprise (Comarroff & Comarroff 1986; Okon 2014) but it also gives us a 

glimpse of the significance of the politics of interpretation in which Africa finds herself. 

Mbembe (2001:6) characterises the time of African experience as “the time of 

entanglement” because missionaries, imperial traders and colonial administrators 

alike, all had a common interest in Africa.  

 

The construct “site-of-struggle” is not foreign to the South African theological 

historiography. Several renowned South African theological studies have used the 

construct of “site-of-struggle.” The term has been used in various theological contexts. 
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For example, ‘Contextual Theology’ particularly the Kairos Documents (1985) speaks 

of the “church, theology and biblical interpretation as sites-of-struggle”; within the 

‘Feminist/Women’s Theology’ (African culture is seen as a site-of-struggle) and in 

‘Black Theology’ (The Bible is characterised as a site-of-struggle).  

 

I first became aware of the concept of “site-of-struggle” while reading the works of two 

prominent scholars who have reflected on the concept passionately and compellingly 

applied it in their hermeneutics. These are Itumeleng J. Mosala's “Biblical 

Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa” (1989) and West's “African Biblical 

Scholarship as Post-colonial, Tri-polar, and a Site-of-struggle” (2018). Mosala’s overall 

writings in particular epitomise the ideological difficulties of biblical studies in South 

Africa during the apartheid period. However, Mosala’s depiction of biblical texts as 

“sites-of-struggle” is of particular importance to the dynamics of biblical interpretation 

in Africa as a whole.  

 

In my opinion, inherent in the very act of Eurocentric interpretation is a variety of 

problematic issues including cultural presuppositions, ideological influences, political 

interests and material concerns, which seek to establish Western hegemony through 

biblical interpretation. This makes hermeneutics itself primarily not just an intellectual 

and meaning-making project but also inevitably a site-of-struggle for African Biblical 

Hermeneutics. Thus, a question that can hardly be avoided is: how should scholars 

agree on matters of biblical interpretation if hermeneutics itself is a site-of-struggle? 

Two important assumptions will give shape to this section of the present study: 

 

• Interpretations are contextual in different ways and therefore sites-of-struggle; 

  

• Contextual interpretations make texts open and shift meanings from and toward 

new contexts.  

 

West (2016b:35) presents a profound argument in his “The Stolen Bible: From Tool of 

Imperialism to African Icon” and concludes that the “Entangled time is evident 

everywhere within African existence, including biblical interpretation.” This 

entanglement brings us closer to understand the politics of biblical interpretation 
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because it has been shown that biblical interpretation is often influenced by political, 

ecclesiastical, dogmatic interests, concerns and ideology (Dube 2000; Morrow 2010; 

Punt 2003; Sugirtharajah 1995). What is more, it has the potential for socio-political 

ramifications depending on its context. An example of this is how the apartheid State 

Theology supported and justified racism.  

 

Mbiti (1969:231) comments that 

 
The image that Africans received, and to a great extent still hold, of Christianity, is 
much coloured by colonial rule and all that was involved in it. We are still too close to 
that period to dissociate one from the other.  

 

One could argue that everything about biblical interpretation is political (it affects public 

interests and affairs) and political interests are to be embedded unconsciously in the 

interpretive process. Although their consequences may be unintended, it does not take 

away the fact that there is politics of interpretation. The politics of biblical interpretation 

as well as the common African struggle for freedom is what is at stake here. African 

scholars do affirm that owning one’s interpretation amounts to political power. 

According to West (1997b:99), “The Bible in this formulation, is the subject and Africa 

is the object. It would seem that as subject, the Bible is static and has an essential and 

self-evident message that has had a certain series of effects upon Africa.” The “series 

of effects” here implies that the message can become political or generate political 

debate. 

 

The politics of biblical interpretation in the context of an historical experience of 

colonialism, which immediately comes across as a sensitive political matter, can be 

demonstrated here. In the predominantly Western-oriented biblical hermeneutics, the 

African voice was either ignored or subdued because indigenous knowledge was often 

delegitimised, demonised or anathematised. This left the potential for instituting and 

keeping a moral and virtuous society, which is based on African worldviews, 

unexploited. Consequently, contributions made by African scholars to biblical studies 

are conspicuously missing from traditional biblical commentaries and prescribed 

textbooks and generally remain unknown to many. It is in in response to the 
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predominance of Western criticism that Ukpong (2001:147-167) calls for "decolonising 

our readings."  

 

Clearly, African Biblical Hermeneutics has a daunting task and a stony road ahead to 

tread because in the history of colonialism and imperialism, Western hegemony has 

never volunteered to give away its epistemological power. In this study, therefore, I 

introduce the politics of biblical interpretation as a site-of-struggle. It is of significance 

to insist on this point because it shows the depth of the dimensions and impact of the 

missionary-colonial enterprise. As the sub-title reads, this chapter is intended as a 

contribution to the continuing project of developing a coherent baseline for the 

theoretical assumptions of African Biblical Hermeneutics. These can then be used with 

consistency and coherently in the struggle for biblical interpretation.  

 

The politics of interpretation cannot be taken for granted because without identifying 

and reflecting openly on it, the understanding of African Biblical Hermeneutics could 

be trivialised, narrowed down, misunderstood or left in the margins. Becoming a fully-

grown tree in the big forest of the global guild of biblical interpretation remains a site-

of-struggle. This section postulates that to be significant and empowering within this 

construct of site-of-struggle, African-based biblical interpretation must, inevitably, 

include African culture, epistemology, worldviews and current social realities. I 

therefore choose to start this chapter with a discourse-situation that remains valid to 

date and because it reveals that interpretation is a site-of-struggle for African Biblical 

Hermeneutics.  

 

The emergence and development of African Biblical Hermeneutics does not happen 

in a socio-political vacuum. My goal here is to affirm the importance of recognising 

how difficult it is for African Biblical Hermeneutics to develop unhindered by deeply 

embedded ideological interests (missionary and colonial) of the West. This is the 

nature of the entanglement and the site-of-struggle. Research from other disciplines 

like education and development studies have ubiquitously shown that colonialism 

brought about a cultural discontinuity in all spheres of African life including the 

traditional and political institutions, indigenous economic systems, socio-cultural 

norms and values for its own sake (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013). Eurocentric hermeneutics 
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was one of the imperial tools that was used to perpetuate the anathematisation of 

African cultures, indigenous knowledges and experiences. According to West 

(2016b:14-18), given the entangled history of the Bible in Africa, the discourse-

situation implicates the Bible for two reasons: 

 

• The Bible is a component of missionary-colonialism enterprise.  

• Secondly, the Bible is central to socio-cultural and socio- economic systems of 

exploitation.  

 

This irony remains though, that the Bible in Africa remains “the most influential and 

most widely translated and the most widely read set of documents in contemporary 

Africa” (Mugambi 1997:78). Africans came to accept the Bible as a powerful and 

relevant instrument without being concerned by dogmatic issues of infallibility and 

inerrancy (Adamo 2003; Nthaburi & Waruta 1997)). However, it is also the source of 

great suffering and struggle (Farisani 2010:507; Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 

2001b:186; Mosala 1991:40; West 2001:22). The Bible can inspire and encourage but 

it can also be used to deny people their rights, to harm and to support human rights 

abuses, to destroy nature and to perpetuate injustices. In their introductory article, 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ngwa (2018:14) agree that, “It matters what 

Africans read and how they read the bible.” This implies that the methods of biblical 

interpretation will always be contested and, thus, a site-of-struggle because as it were, 

it influences theology, morality and politics.  

 

Consequently, Dube (2000:15) points out that, “…by implicating the Bible in the taking 

of the African black lands, biblical texts are marked as powerful rhetorical instruments 

of imperialism." There is abundant testimonial literature on this matter across the 

African continent particularly on the extent of how the translation of and the translated 

Bible impacted African people’s culture (Dube & Wafula 2017b; Mbuwayesango 

2019). In the South African context, West (2016b) presents the history of the Dutch 

colonialism (1652–1795), the British colonial and racial capitalism (1795–1890) 

including a related system of mineral capitalism (1890–1948) and the racial capitalism 

institutionalised by white Afrikaner (apartheid) rule (1948-1990), which was given 
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theological/biblical justification by members of the Gereformeerde Kerk (Reformed 

Church) (Farisani 2014; Loubser 1987; Vosloo 2015). 

 

In my view also, biblical interpretation is inherently ideological in so many ways, 

whether it is done consciously or unconsciously. It is therefore important to recognise 

the competing narrative voices, polemics and socio-political ideologies in biblical 

interpretation as a site-of-struggle. For example, Western Christianity continues to be 

suspicious of liberation hermeneutics and criticises its theoretical, philosophical and 

analytical aspects purely from on ideology-critique basis (Hennelly 1990:393-414) and 

yet was quick to embrace eco-theology (environmental interest). The reason is 

obvious and simple. The West could not afford to ignore the destruction of the 

environment (De Gruchy & Field 1994:203). Biblical interpretation also shapes church 

dogma, theology, ethics and morality and, to some degree, international relations. 

What then are the socio-political ramifications, ideological significance and economic 

interests of Africa doing its own biblical interpretation independently of Euro-American 

scholarship?  

 

Much of the hermeneutical site-of-struggle seems to emanate from the negative 

experiences and remembrance of colonialism and the missionary enterprise (West 

1997a; Mbuvi 2017). The experiences consist of difficult memories of pain, oppression 

and resource extraction (West 2016a:35). The pain of being a conscious Black woman 

and belonging to a westernised and untransformed Old Testament guild is best 

expressed by Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2004b:455), who in the introductory 

remarks of her volume says, “with strangers imposing their cultures, languages, 

ideologies et cetera on the African continent, Africa became a stranger, ironically on 

its own territory.” The mind of the African Bible reader has been disfigured by colonial 

worldviews, constructs and language expressions to the extent that often it cannot tell 

the difference between gospel truth and a mere Eurocentric worldview masqueraded 

as the Christian worldview (Leshota 2014:142).  

 

Under these circumstances, “Africans are strangers to themselves” (Eboussi 

1984:17). Kaunda (2015:78-79) also observes that “There is nothing more 

psychologically damaging, religio-culturally disengaging and destructive to successful 
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social, political and economic development and human progress than this 

brainwashing or mind control.” It is in this context that Adamo (2001b:9) contends that 

the reactionary paradigm of African Biblical Studies is “to break the hermeneutical 

hegemony and ideological stranglehold that Eurocentric biblical scholars have long 

enjoyed.” Adamo’s words evoke a sense of independence, African pride, confirmation 

of self-reliance, ownership and indigeneity. Thus, “with the demise of apartheid there 

is a deliberate drive to have Africa coming into her own, claiming hew own way of 

doing, knowing, and thinking” (Snyman 2016:35). Africans ought to be heard on their 

own terms and not via the vantage point of Western worldview and biblical criticism. 

 

The hermeneutical site-of-struggle described above has triggered an existential shift 

accompanied by exponential growth of reactionary, innovative and affirmative 

literature on African Biblical Hermeneutics (Mbuvi 2017:149). All African scholars 

engage with the hermeneutical struggle in their own different ways, in their social-

geographical locations, specific times and forms. Importantly, this shift signifies a 

political and ideological departure from a Eurocentric way of reading the Bible. 

Ramantswana (2016:185) maintains that the existential shift is essentially:  

 
The recognition of Africa as a social location in which we read the Bible necessarily 
has to take into consideration the colonisation of the African mind, which not only is 
a reality of the past, but also remains a current reality in the twenty-first century.  

 

As expressed by Ramantswana above, one of the developments of this shift is the 

realisation of the primacy of the social location of the African Bible reader in the 

hermeneutical process. Moreover, the existential shift is in essence the representation 

of the voice of the “Other” (the non-Western criticism) which calls out to be equally 

heard. In this context, the post-colonial theory of the “Other” (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 

2000:154-156) has immediate relevance for African Biblical Hermeneutics because 

African cultures and religions18 were anathematised and portrayed as carrying all the 

dark human traits. According to Grosfoguel (2007:214): 

 
18 I use African cultures and religions in plural to demonstrate that African people are not a monolithic 
mass of people. Africans have various cultures. However, this diversity in its various local expressions 
has common fundamental features which testify to Africa’s commonalities, at the regional and at 
continental level. An example of a commonality among Africans is the acknowledgement and affirmation 
of one God who is the Creator and sustainer of life and of all things.  
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[African people] went from the sixteenth-century characterisation of ‘people without 
writing’ to the eighteenth and nineteenth century characterisation of ‘people without 
history’, to the twentieth century characterisation of ‘people without development’ 
and more recently, to the early twenty-first century characterisation of ‘people without 
democracy.’  

 

Africa has been depicted negatively as being mysterious, hostile and completely 

different from the West, which was supposedly superior, rational, civilised and 

reasonable. According to Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989:104), “in order to keep 

authority over the colonised, the Other needed to be described as fundamentally 

different from the self.”  

 

From the observation above, Africa was defined through the unrelenting aesthetic and 

racial judgements of a colonial gaze. Africans worshipped and prayed like Europeans, 

their clergy dressed like Europeans, they sang European songs and they built 

churches like Europeans even when local conditions (weather conditions and terrain) 

were prohibitive to imported missionary practices. For Jennings (2010:33), 

“Christianity and colonialism positioned Christian [and modern identities] fully within 

European (white) identity and fully outside the identity of Africans.” This shows the 

extent of the colonial gaze. Eurocentric biblical criticism served as one of the powerful 

means of defining Africa as the “Other” because the superiority of Western biblical 

criticism was taken for granted and it created a false notion of the universal norm, 

while undermining everything else. Asante (1987:168) notes that, “The hallowed 

concepts and methods within Western thought are inadequate to explain all of the 

ways of knowing because ‘universality can only be dreamed about when we have 

“slept” on truth based on specific cultural experiences.”  

 

This brings us to the West’s discursive power and control of Africans. Biblical 

interpretation by missionaries was done in a way that served the interest of colonialism 

and imperialism (Ayedze 2009:200). The West, which held the power of traditional 

biblical interpretation, also held the power to influence the personhood, moral fibre and 

social behaviour, politics and economics of African people (Comarroff & Comarroff 

1997; Du Bois 1989). In doing so, the West silenced the “Other” (Africa) for several 
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centuries until the attainment of independence. Unfortunately, the damage of altering 

African traditional worldviews and social images had already occurred.  

 

The task at hand, which I describe in relation to a hermeneutical site-of-struggle, has 

to include the corrective exercise of retrieving Africa’s historiography and restorative 

justice from the margins of traditional biblical scholarship. This is something Western 

criticism will reluctantly allow to happen because it represents a shift of power and 

control. In recent times and following the worldwide movement of “#BlackLivesMatter,” 

the “#BlackScholarsMatter” within the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) is 

challenging the dominant Euro-American interpretive paradigm and culture that 

dominates the SBL. The initiative is a deep-seated conscious socio-political 

commitment by scholars of colour from all over the world. It demonstrates that biblical 

interpretation is inherently a discourse of power, influence and control but the “Other” 

wants its voice to be heard in the global corridors of biblical criticism. This idea of 

power and control is best described by Schüssler-Fiorenza (1988:8): 

 
Interpretive communities such as the Society of Biblical Literature) are not just 
scholarly investigative communities, but also authoritative communities. They 
possess the power to ostracize or to embrace, to foster or to restrict membership, to 
recognize and to define what "true scholarship" entails [emphasis mine]. 

 

African Christians were forced to accept Western presuppositions (about God, 

creation, human beings, nature and history) that were somewhat embedded and had 

become orthodox in the Western processes (ortho-praxis) of biblical interpretation. 

They ended up unconsciously alienating themselves from their very own 

presuppositional frameworks, indigenous knowledge systems and worldviews, which, 

for many centuries, had defined, sustained and guided their God-human relationships, 

their perception of history and politics and their very cultures. According to Wariboko 

(2013:140): “The desire to enthrone whiteness was constitutive to the makings of the 

civilizing mission from the outset, antiblack discourses in knowledge production about 

Africa and Africans were integral, not marginal, to the European empire-building project 

in the continent.”  

 

Consequently, not only did Western interpretive processes alienate Africans from their 

own indigenous knowledge but African Christians also despised their cultures and 
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their assumptions about God, humanity and creation. Overall, the purpose of this 

discursive regime was to enact Western hegemony in Africa. The denigration of the 

African personhood led to its crises, which Tutu (1997:37-38) describes: 

 
…as suffering from schizophrenia. With part of himself [sic] he has been compelled 
first to pay lip service to Christianity as understood, expressed, and preached by the 
white man. But with an ever-greater part of himself, a part he has been ashamed to 
acknowledge openly and which he has felt that his Africanness has been violated.  

 

In a sense this schizophrenic development of complex forms of African personhood is 

a result of an imposition of Western worldviews. The argument advanced here is that 

the pursuit of the liberative and transformative meaning of biblical texts for African 

people as a whole is what makes African Biblical Studies a “site-of-struggle.” West 

(2018:242) warns that methods of interpretation are “ideologically a site-of-struggle” 

because African biblical hermeneutics threatens the privileged status of the Western 

conceptual and epistemological worldviews. The struggle to access the meaning of 

biblical texts independently of Eurocentric worldviews is not without politics of power 

and influence, as I have affirmed earlier. Leshota (2014:142) submits that, “It is, 

therefore, incumbent on the colonised to work towards unmasking the power relations 

that go together with the process of imperialism and its ramifications.” Although Punt 

(2004b) uses the concept of “ownership struggle” in the context of Bible translation, 

his article, “Whose Bible, Mine or Yours? Contextual Ownership and Bible Translation 

in Southern Africa,” is premised on the same argument. The focus of the 

hermeneutical struggle is to find an African hermeneutical intellectuality that is “rooted 

in the histories, cultures, and revolutionary political traditions of African people’s 

radical resistance to colonialism” (Dei 2012:107).  

 

In light of the aforementioned views, not only is the Bible itself paradoxical (Mofokeng 

1988:37) but the methods of biblical interpretation are also themselves politically 

charged because according to Du Toit (1998:376): 

 
Hermeneutics concerns our worldview – that is, the way we try to find meaning in 
our lives and world; it concerns our understanding of God and humans, our 
relationship with the past and the ancestors, and how it affects us today; it concerns 
our present difficulties in our families and communities, our suffering, and hardships, 
it also concerns our understanding of the future and how we act to influence it.  
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I observe that in the hermeneutical struggle, African Biblical Hermeneutics is more 

than an addition of yet another creative literary criticism to the guild of biblical studies. 

It is also not an uncritical rejection of the Eurocentric analysis as intolerable (Holter 

2011:382). The re-reading of biblical texts is a deliberate rejection of epistemic 

alienation of African worldviews, indigenous knowledges, cultures and religious 

practices. It is the rejection of the assumed superiority of Eurocentric worldviews and 

forms of knowledge that have been made gospel truth. It is a political pursuit to liberate 

from and transform the legacies of colonialism, imperialism and the missionary 

enterprise (Goba 1980:32; West 2018:246). This re-reading creates a political and 

academic tension or suspicion, which is profound, enriching and unavoidable at the 

same time (Segundo 1996:9).  

 

The following section shows that the reverberation and proliferation of Western 

presuppositions and the extent of the site-of-struggle of African Biblical Hermeneutics 

are far deeper than often spoken about. In order to refute and invalidate the negativity 

that was pervasively consecrated as historical truths in colonial literature, philosophy 

and politics, it is necessary to build an African scholarship, the outcome of which is a 

number of interlinked African sensibilities, worldviews, conceptual frameworks, 

language and constructs in the emergence of African Biblical Hermeneutics. Such a 

reflection ought to be a constant reminder of what would have constituted African 

Biblical Hermeneutics both philosophically and epistemologically, which was denied 

because the West expected the African Christian to take on the worldviews, customs, 

logic and language of the coloniser. In view of the above discourse on hermeneutical 

issues and concerns, the rest of this chapter is circumscribed around seven topical 

interlinked constructs that constitute a broad African Biblical Hermeneutics framework: 

 

• Theoretical Assumptions and Presuppositional Underpinnings 

• Worldviews and Hermeneutics 

• Hermeneutics with an African Experience 

• Social Location as a Variable Analytic Tool 

• Post-apartheid 

• Post-coloniality 
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In sum, the site-of-struggle is essentially a war of paradigms and worldviews. In order 

to pursue African Biblical Hermeneutics, one cannot help but deal with this struggle in 

one way or the other because it will not disappear on its own. In the next section, I will 

reflect on three hermeneutical issues that are the core of the hermeneutical site-of-

struggle namely theoretical frameworks, presuppositions and worldviews. The list is 

not exhaustive. Possibly, there are many other features that are involved in this 

hermeneutical struggle. I cannot attempt to cover all its aspects within the scope of 

the present study. However, in my opinion, these three capture the quintessence of 

the discourse that many African scholars have tried to construct in the last few 

decades.  
 

3.3 THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND WORLDVIEWS IN HERMENEUTICS 

 

At the core of what I describe as the hermeneutical site-of-struggle or war of paradigms 

and worldviews are theoretical assumptions, presuppositional underpinnings and 

worldviews which are inherent and therefore unavoidable in the interpretive process. 

Every human being and every community give to the world of knowledge what no other 

one possesses. People come to know things according to the way they view life. These 

worldviews cannot be abandoned in the interest of the so-called objective, apolitical 

and value-neutral hermeneutics. I am more interested, in this sub-section, in 

highlighting how African liberation perspectives could assist in arriving at an alternative 

meaning of הדר  in the great Priestly work about creation. For example, in the context 

of this study, when the majority of traditional literary criticism limits Genesis 1:1-2:4a 

to the Eurocentric worldview of mythology, it dispossesses the Priestly source of its 

rich content when interpreted from the context of power struggle of Babylonian 

captivity in the ANE. In its most common and extensive understanding, biblical 

interpretation cannot be divorced from the history, cultural context and worldviews of 

a reader because these shape the consciousness and form the theoretical framework 

within which knowledge is sought, critiqued and or understood (Sarpong 2002).  
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3.3.1 Theoretical assumptions and biblical hermeneutics 
 

A search on Google Scholar for “theoretical framework” yielded some 5,530,000 hits. 

A similar search for “conceptual framework” found 1,790,000 results. In both 

instances, most sources used these terms without explaining their meanings. They 

also did not give a clear logic for using theoretical or conceptual frameworks. 

According to Leshem and Trafford (2007:94), “the problem of understanding 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks is compounded by the fact that there is a lack 

of a common language regarding the notions of theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks.” Sometimes, theoretical frameworks are referred to as conceptual 

frameworks (Ocholla & Le Roux 2011). Clearly, it can be concluded that the use of 

these two terms varies among scholars, and they are used interchangeably.  

 

A working definition of theory, according to Kerlinger (1986:9), is “a set of interrelated 

constructs, definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena 

by specifying relations among variables with the purpose of explaining and predicting 

phenomena.” MacMillan English Dictionary (2002:561) defines a framework as “a set 

of ideas that you use when you are forming your decisions and judgements.” It is not 

an exaggeration that human nature and society continuously generate various 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks of thought and life from age to age. These then 

become embedded in the process of human civilisation and attain the status of 

unquestioned axioms of belief and practice and exercise a controlling role in people’s 

thinking and living (Torrance 1975:7-8). 

 

Since the term “theoretical framework” does not have a consistent definition, it is 

sufficient to adopt a working one by Anfara and Mertz (2015:15), which holds that “any 

empirical or quasi-empirical theory of social and/or psychological processes, at a 

variety of levels… that can be applied to the understanding of phenomena.”  

 

African Biblical Hermeneutics does take a special interest in theoretical assumptions 

because these are a site where the interrogation of missionary-colonial power and 

influence should happen. In “Scripture as a Site of Struggle: Literary and Socio-
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Historical Resources for Prophetic Theology in Post-colonial, Post-apartheid (Neo-

colonial?) South Africa,” West (2019b) explains the importance of theoretical 

framework as the “overarching conceptual scaffolding” and he lists several veins of 

theory available to African Biblical Hermeneutics to decolonise itself. In “Hermeneutics 

of Third World and Dependency Syndrome,” Foegbu (2015) describes the extent to 

which colonisation has affected the mind of the African people and calls for the freeing 

of Third World from the clog of psychological, educational, economical and socio-

cultural dependency. Nicolson (1990:201) recognises that “Black consciousness has 

provided a very important context for developing a theological hermeneutic.” Dube, 

Mbuvi and Mbuwayesango (2012) speak of the colonial era as a period that involved 

the indoctrination of the African subjects to European methodologies. 

 

The above argument is captured in the idea of contextual situatedness in Masenya 

[Ngwana’ Mphahlele’s] (2014a) article, “For Ever Trapped? An African Voice on 

Insider/Outsider Dynamics within South African Old Testament Gender-sensitive 

Frameworks.” With that in view, there are psycho-social difficulties to be overcome, 

notably the prominence of habits that are shaped by colonialism entrenched in the 

psyche of the African Christian when interpreting the Bible (Adamo 2015b:34; West 

2001:22). Africans were made to dislike their own worldviews, cultures and traditions. 

I agree with Adamo (2015b:34) that the hermeneutical task of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics includes decolonising the conceptual framework and entirety of African 

life.  

 

If it is the case that the hermeneutical differences and conflict emanate more from 

ideo-cultural environments than from disagreement as to the material substance of 

biblical texts, then, it is crucial for African scholars to question the thoughts, concepts, 

theories and language in which biblical interpretation has been conducted and 

expressed. I have long thought it would be interesting and beneficial to apply this 

thinking to creation narratives particularly to the concept of הדר . In studying its 

pericope in Genesis, African Biblical Hermeneutics must be mindful of (and with 

suspicion), the extent to which Eurocentric assumptions were embedded in what was 

thought as a sacrosanct hermeneutical approach (historical-critical analysis). In this 

study, I am inclined to view with suspicion the contemporary western interpretation of 
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הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 within the world-ecological paradigm because it is inextricably 

linked to the aftermath of coloniality, defined not only as an unjust economic model 

but also as a racialised, androcentric and class-based hierarchy of knowing and being 

which still marginalises non-western cultures and histories.  
 
It is now generally conceded that the historical-critical analysis, which has influenced 

most of the history of interpretation of the Priestly creation narrative in Genesis 1:1-

2:4a, was determined by philosophical underpinnings and theoretical frameworks of 

the scientific revolution of the 17th‒20th century. Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 

(2004b:460) maintains that: 

 
Ours is a theological education characterized by one assuming the role of an insider 
in one context and that of an outsider in another context. One becomes an insider 
as one is being trained as a student, an insider to the theologies which are foreign 
to oneself, an insider as one trains African students in Western-oriented studies of 
the Bible, an insider as one does research.  

 

This claim is further substantiated by Muzorewa (1987:2) who argues that African 

theologians “are confronted with the problem of doing African theology using Western 

theological and philosophical thought-forms.” Three decades later, we are reminded 

that many African scholars were schooled in the West and, as a result, they have 

adopted Eurocentric tools of analysis (Adamo 2015b). These Western hermeneutical 

tools became the standard of measuring performance at African universities and 

seminaries. Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2005a:742), however, warns that 

“attempts at imitating others, however excellent they might be, will prove inefficient on 

account of their simulated nature.” According to Ukpong (2001), this is the nature of 

the predicament of African Biblical Hermeneutics. I deliberately use the term 

“predicament” because it offers a holistic view of the discourse-situation. Africa’s 

plague is cultural, political, economic, religious and psychological, etcetera. This is the 

reason theoretical and conceptual frameworks, language, concepts and 

epistemological constructs matter most in any interpretation. 

  

In order to underscore the argument above, Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele’s] (2005b) 

proverbial idea of counterfeit horns, “dinaka tsa go rweswa ga di gomarele hlogo,” 

depicts this predicament well. She describes the Eurocentric theoretical frameworks 
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as the “counterfeit horns” or “borrowed robes” that African scholars have been 

wearing. How does this apply to this study? Historically, the biblical cosmogonies in 

Genesis have been interpreted largely by using Eurocentric frameworks to answer 

questions of science, evolution and creationism, which had become problematic and 

were contradicting the religious beliefs of Western Christendom. These interpretations 

were the proverbial “counterfeit horns” passed on to African Christians as dogma 

through the missionary enterprise.  

 

Thus, the impact of Euro-biblical colonialism on Africa has been of epic proportions, 

deep and wide ranging. It explains why an indelible stigma linked to the experience of 

the Bible in Africa has remained and according to Dube (2000:3), “The Bible will 

always be linked to and remembered for its role in facilitating European imperialism.” 

As a Bible interpreter, I see theoretical and conceptual frameworks, language and 

distinctions of African Biblical Hermeneutics as a critical ‘lens’ through which one can 

make sense of the concept of הדר .  

 

3.3.2 Presuppositional underpinnings 
 

Early in my theological training at the seminary, I came across a copy of the 1988 

Erasmus Lecture given by Cardinal Ratzinger on the interpretation of the Bible. I was 

particularly interested in the aspects of the philosophical foundations that underlie 

one's method of interpretation. Different biblical interpretative approaches have 

cultural location with their presuppositional underpinnings, which must be examined, 

exposed, refuted and treated with suspicion particularly if these have emerged from a 

colonial, racist, patriarchal, homophobic, xenophobic and anthropocentric mentality. 

In my analysis of the concept of הדר , therefore, I must be conscious of one of the most 

important hermeneutical concerns, which relate to presuppositional underpinnings of 

Eurocentric criticism. These presuppositional underpinnings include, amongst others, 

the prejudice and arrogance of certainty, which is the idea that there is a superior, 

“real” and “normative” Eurocentric hermeneutics (which is mainly male and white). 

African Biblical Hermeneutics vehemently objects to the prejudicial idea that the Bible 

is clear and its meaning is singular, as determined by Eurocentric hermeneutics. A 

fundamental presupposition of African Biblical Hermeneutics, which guides this study, 
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is that, in the interpretive process, the analysis of social location or context takes 

precedence over methodology. In other words, the historical-critical method does not 

always have to be the starting point. This underpinning must be challenged, as Viriri 

and Mungwini (2010:30) have shown:  

 
Africanisation of knowledge is basically a call to place the African worldview at the 
centre of analysis and recognition that there are different pyramids for the 
construction of knowledge none of which should be regarded as inferior for 
knowledge is basically a cultural construct and hence boasts of its own cultural 
regalia.  

 

Most contemporary scholars of biblical hermeneutics emphasise the influence of 

presuppositions in the biblical interpretive process. This makes the debate about the 

meaning of הדר  perhaps the most divisive of all the discourses on the biblical teaching 

about creation. With that in mind, the inevitability of personal/communal 

presuppositions in the interpretive process informs that every African Bible reader is 

situated in a context with a tradition, community, assumptions and presuppositions 

from which he/she cannot escape. Mosala (1989) warns against what he calls 

“captivity to the ideological assumptions of white theology.” By implication, African 

Biblical Hermeneutics should be influenced by presuppositions based on African 

worldviews and experiences. However, biblical interpretation in Africa had become a 

product of the European gaze.  

 

A few examples of scholars who take note of the impact of presuppositions in biblical 

interpretation are Bultmann and Ogden (1984), Thiselton (1992), Maier (1994), 

Bartholomew (2000) and Hill and Walton (2018). The extent to which some scholars 

argue that presuppositional frameworks may be “bracketed out” (Maeir (1994:6) or 

“obliterated” (McGrath 1997:175) is a fallacy because according to Kaiser (1978:6), 

“the imposition of theological conceptuality and even theological categories derived 

from systematic or philosophical theology became common.” The presuppositions and 

paradigms of the West have shaped the meaning of the biblical text in so many ways 

and this is a problematic issue that is highlighted by Adamo (2015a).  

 

Mofokeng (1988:37) raises the awareness of the interpretive presuppositions and the 

problematic biases noting that “The paradoxical nature of the Bible is not only inherent. 



 98 
It is also external…This misuse is based, it is argued, on misinterpretations of biblical 

texts to support or promote oppressive intentions.” An example of a politically charged 

presuppositional framework or epistemological privilege is the very presupposition of 

liberation hermeneutics itself with its dictum - “preferential option for the poor.” That 

proposition remains a questionable presuppositional stance for conservative 

historical-critical scholarship (Fawcet 1994; McGovern 2005). Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] and Ramantswana (2015:3) opine that:  

 
Decolonisation cannot be complete whilst Africans continue to depend on Western 
paradigms at the neglect of their rich heritage. The development of an African mind-
set is a process in which those who were objects of Western paradigms revisit their 
knowledge systems and cultures to extract lessons for the current moment in a bid 
to become participants and producers of knowledge in a global context. 

 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ramantswana acknowledge that Africans are 

strongly under the influence of Western biblical knowledge and philosophical systems. 

I would like to highlight the nuanced latter part of their comments above. Their 

statement is future oriented and a warning against romanticising an egalitarian Africa 

past.  

 

In their 1991 book, “The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of 

Knowledge,” Berger and Luckmann argue that people’s perceptions and 

understanding of the world (and texts such as the Bible itself) and everything in it, 

largely depend on their construct or conceptual frameworks. I accept this view and 

wish to advance the principle that there is a circumstantial interlocutory relationship 

between the Old Testament academic discourse on hermeneutics, on one hand and 

the worldviews of imperialism and presuppositions of colonialism, on the other.  

 

According to Shohat and Stam (1994:15) “Eurocentric discourse thoroughly informed 

academic paradigms by situating the West as the centre of knowledge production to 

maintain the ideology of superiority and the suppression of the other.” In light of these 

claims, the relationship between Enlightenment-oriented worldview and Western 

biblical interpretation has been documented extensively in “Postcolonial Perspectives 

in African Biblical Interpretations: Global Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship,” edited 

by Dube, Mbuvi and Mbuwayesango (2012). It is therefore important not to ignore the 
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organic relationship between theoretical/presuppositional underpinnings and biblical 

hermeneutics because these have predictive power and provide a structure within 

which biblical interpretation occurs.  

 

A comprehensive study of the influence of Eurocentric presuppositions on biblical 

studies is beyond the scope of the current study. Suffice to say that what is evident is 

that African Biblical Hermeneutics presents a reminder that inherent in Western 

biblical studies, is a complex phenomenon created by the mix of Western 

presuppositions and the biblical text itself. How the West understood and interpreted 

the Bible was largely determined by their understanding of God-human-universe 

relationship. Nzewi (2007:139-140) makes a profound distinction between an African 

mind and the European mind in terms of how they interpret life:  

 
His indigenous African mental ecology, philosophies and human-cultural 
rationalizations are unique. They make appropriate and abiding human sense in the 
African human environment and have sustained Africa’s cultures through millennia 
of relatively peaceful, health and research-conscious human development. 
Indigenous Africa understood best its human environment and accordingly reasoned 
adequately functional cultural systems and practices for living in harmony with the 
physical as well as metaphysical cosmos.  

 

3.3.3 Worldviews and biblical hermeneutics 
 

My review of the history of interpretation of הדר  shows that the struggle to understand 

the creation text and related issues is mired in exegetical and hermeneutical discord 

largely influenced by Eurocentric worldviews. This underscores the fact that, if the 

meaning of הדר  was truly obvious and simple, there would be no need for interpretive 

strategies utilised today, including African Biblical Hermeneutics. It is important to 

reflect on the dialogic nature of the relationship between biblical hermeneutics and 

worldviews because it cannot be taken for granted. According to Magesa (1997b:30) 

“majority of African theologians recognise that human beings cannot describe reality 

of the numinous except by imaginatively using the symbols, images and signs of their 

own existence and experience.” This implies that one’s worldviews are indispensable 

in the process of making sense of reality and that includes biblical phenomena. 

According to many African Bible scholars, "African worldviews" should be the grid 
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through which African biblical hermeneutics is conducted (Adamo 2015b; Dada 2010; 

Nyiawung 2013; Ukpong 2002).  

 

This section draws on several painstaking claims about Eurocentrism in biblical 

studies with a compelling exigency. In a wider sense, it can be argued that Eurocentric 

biblical hermeneutics itself is contextual and a product of Western cultural and 

epistemological frameworks (Richards & O’Brian 2012). Literature review shows that 

there is an abundant reference to the epistemic privilege that Eurocentrism enjoys in 

biblical studies (Dube 2000; Punt 1999a; 2004a) and to "imperialising texts." 

“Imperialising texts,” according to Dube (1996:38), “… designate those literary works 

that propound values and representations that authorise expansionist tendencies 

grounded on unequal international/racial relations.”  

 

The argument repeatedly advanced by African Biblical Hermeneutics is that the 

missionary-colonial enterprise anathematised, degraded and demonised African 

traditions, cultures and worldviews and colonised biblical hermeneutics (Adamo 

2015a:34; Bediako 1996:49-57; Mugambi & Smit 2004:7). Mofokeng (1988:35) is 

stresses that, “the African people have accepted a new religion and the Bible as a 

guide in their lives. They have been introduced to new European cultural values, 

norms, and attitudes and that their entire society has been changed.” The missionary 

enterprise corrupted African value system and made it inferior (Sindima 1995:60).  

 

The concept of worldview has a long historical and academic development (MacArthur 

& Mayhue 2017; Naugle 2002; Sire 1997). Many definitions of worldview are found in 

various publications which are somewhat similar (Wolters 2005:2). In a way, a more 

profound definition by Sire (1997:17) is preferred here:  

 
A commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart, which can be expressed as a 
story or, is a set of presuppositions which a person holds about the basic constitution 
of reality and that provides the foundation on which a person lives and moves and 
has his being.  

 

The world we live in is multi-cultural with a corresponding plethora of worldviews. Thus, 

the question is whose worldview matters in biblical interpretation? The missionary-

colonial enterprise deliberately mis-conceptualised and anathematised African cultural 
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and religious worldviews, indigenous knowledge systems, traditional values and 

customs (Katoke 1984; Mashau & Fredericks 2008; Mugambi 2002). The Eurocentric 

conception of הדר , particularly, the dominion mandate, was used to promote Europe’s 

supposed cultural superiority. The meaning of dominion has been an important 

ideological feature of the missionary-colonial enterprise and it can be associated with 

the conquest and oppression of Africans as well as the exploitation of their natural 

resources. As a consequence of Eurocentric cultural superiority, which was motivated 

by the interpretation of the concept of dominion in Genesis 1:26-28, the colonial 

conquest introduced its own model of human, social and cosmic relationships. In a 

way, this was “a ferocious attack on the essence of African humanity” (Kaunda 

2016:178).  

 

This model has continued to be the colonial framework for interpreting creation 

narratives. In the aftermath of colonial exploitation, it is therefore compelling to 

challenge the traditional Eurocentric meaning of dominion and to arrive at a clearer 

post-colonial and liberationist meaning of הדר . I am not at all discounting 

contemporary, newer and positive developments in the understanding of הדר . Such 

positive developments, particularly, those driven by ecological crises, are welcome. 
 

According to Mbuvi (2017:159,160), the Bible “provided grounds for an African 

religious genocide… The result was a systematic erosion and exorcising of African 

cultural and religious reality…” The ordinary African Christian ought to be made aware 

that what has been presented to him/her as gospel truth was in many instances mere 

biblical interpretation that came from a different interpretive worldview from that of 

Africa.  

 

Therefore, one cannot continue to do biblical studies without engaging this war of 

worldviews because this is where colonial prejudices about Africa emanate from. Kuhn 

(1962:175) notes that “every civilisation is dominated by an entire constellation of 

beliefs, values, techniques, and so on, shared by the members of a given community.” 

This was true of the Enlightenment construct whose worldview subsequently shaped 

the European cultures that found their way into Africa via colonialism, imperialism and 

the missionary enterprise (Bosch 1991:389). Pocock et al (2005:11), commenting on 
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the Enlightenment, says that “Christianity and Western Enlightenment principles 

tended to coalesce the missionary endeavours launched from Europe and North 

America.” The important role played by Eurocentric theoretical assumptions, 

epistemological underpinnings and worldviews in biblical interpretation in Africa is one 

of the major assumptions of this study. The interests of the missionary-colonial 

enterprise were not just structurally determined through institutions but were produced 

also through these Eurocentric worldviews and epistemology. 

 

Koech (2013:1) notes that “missionaries brought the gospel to Africa but tainted by 

their western cultural perspectives. Their interpretation of the Bible was guided by their 

own background of western rationalistic standpoint.” In the same vein, Nthamburi and 

Waruta (1997:40) note that “unless an African is enabled to understand Scripture in 

his/her own cultural patterns, the Scripture will not only lose its validity but its 

authoritative relevance as well.” Conradie (2006a:307) insists that:  

 
The appropriation of the meaning of biblical texts is filtered through complex set of 
‘vectors’ constituting the ‘world’ of the interpreting subject or community. Such 
vectors (of varying strengths and centrality) include cosmologies, religious beliefs, 
values life-stories, obligations, habits, rituals, institutional affiliations, social 
relationships, and a wide range of experiences.  

 

Conradie’s view presents the problematic nature of the relationship between biblical 

hermeneutics and worldview. The real struggle is not about the actual tools of 

hermeneutics as a science but the underlying worldviews that influence the product of 

interpretation carried by the interpreter either consciously or unconsciously. In my 

opinion, the role of ideas and worldviews is more important than the role of colonial 

institutions. “Like it or not, our view of the world and our understanding of reason, 

religion, language, and so forth will shape the way we work with the Bible” 

(Bartholomew 2015:216). Holter (2011:378) echoes the same view, saying, “western 

experiences and concerns of the previous two or three centuries are certainly not the 

same as those of post-colonial Africa in the latter half of the twentieth century…” 

 

In order to understand the context of the marginalisation of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics, it is necessary to examine the Western producers and their social, 

economic and political positions within the colonial contexts. Akena (2012:600) asserts 
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that “This intimate relationship often formed the foundation for Western knowledge’s 

domination and subjugation of indigenous knowledge.” The socio-political and cultural 

traditions of Western hegemony (colonialism, missionary enterprise and imperialism) 

in the world’s global affairs have posed serious challenges especially to its former 

African colonies. According to Mawere (2010:209): 

 
The west considered Africa as a ‘dark continent’, and hence despised its traditions, 
customs, belief systems, and indigenous knowledge systems as diabolic, barbaric, 
and backward. This had a negative impact to Africa’s own socio-economic and 
political development. Africa’s valued traditions and knowledge systems had to 
change to fit in with the western scientism and modernity.  

 

Adamo (2001b:47) points out that one of the tasks of African biblical hermeneutics as 

"correcting the effect of the cultural ideological conditioning to which Africa and 

Africans have been subjected." 

 

My review of the history of interpretation of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 shows that 

Eurocentric worldviews have been confused with the gospel. Those worldviews were 

made into a universalised standard of creation theology even though they failed to 

critique injustice, racism and sexism. The traditional Genesis’ creation theology in its 

dualistic tendency, generally, ignored the quest for liberation, social order and justice. 

Therefore, as African Biblical Hermeneutics rejects the use and promotion of 

Eurocentric worldviews, it must also not remain uncritical of African worldviews 

(Muzorewa 1990) because such worldviews may equally have pre-judgements that 

are inherently oppressive, tribalistic, patriarchal, Afrophobic and insensitive to new 

forms of exclusion.  

 

There is extensive literature on the negative impact of traditional African practices and 

patriarchal beliefs on women (Hendriks et al 2012; Kobo 2018; Masenya 1995a & b; 

Wanyeki 2003). African Biblical Hermeneutics cannot afford to treat this matter in 

passing as a footnote or leave it to African female scholars to handle. Masenya 

[Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2007:759) maintains that “Despite the significantly liberal South 

African constitution, female gender still very much determines the kind of position 

which a woman is expected to occupy in a contemporary South African patriarchal 

context.” 



 104 
 

The preceding section examined the relationship between biblical interpretation and 

presuppositions, theoretical assumptions and worldviews as a site of struggle and a 

war of paradigms. Clearly, there are great socio-political and even economic dangers 

in the use of Eurocentric theoretical assumptions and worldviews in interpreting the 

Bible in Africa. This leads to a reflection on the kind of oppression African Bible readers 

experience when their cultures, worldviews and indigenous knowledge systems are 

anathematised. This is the historical task of the oppressed. 

 
3.4 EPISTEMIC OPPRESSION AS COLONIAL REMNANT OF EUROCENTRIC 

HERMENEUTICS 

 

One would agree with the views of many of the leading voices in African Biblical 

Hermeneutics and decolonial literature that the concept of epistemic oppression as a 

remnant of Eurocentric hermeneutics captures the essence of the site-of-struggle or 

war of paradigms and worldviews. It seems to me that African Biblical Hermeneutics 

rarely engages this matter because of the pervasive grip of the missionary-colonial 

epistemology and eurologocentrism on the African continent. Here, I argue that the 

missionary-colonial enterprise used epistemic power to oppress Africans by imposing 

on them European forms of knowledge and its rules of biblical hermeneutics. 

Mofokeng (1988:36) affirms that “the Bible was an instrument of social control and 

social struggle.” This epistemic power defines the missionary-colonial logic, which is 

a complex phenomenon that should be continuously studied, understood and 

challenged. Its effects on the lives of Africans should not be underestimated because 

it has provided the normative framework for African Christians to engage with the 

world and others. 

 

My use of the construct “colonial remnant” is different from Snyman’s understanding. 

Snyman (2005:34) defines colonial remnant “as those people who constitute the 

seminal depositories of their non-African ancestors who either visited Africa for a brief 

period or settled permanently on African soil.” I use colonial remnant to refer to any 

aspect of the influence of missionary-colonial enterprise, which remains embedded 



 105 
not only in biblical interpretation but also in all aspects of the life of an African Bible 

reader.  

 

Human beings are able to distinguish between various types of oppression (political, 

economic, religious and sexual). The history of African biblical interpretation is 

characterised by yet another form of oppression – epistemic oppression. Hartsock 

(1998:241) explains the possibility of epistemic oppression, saying, “The dominated 

live in a world structured by others for their purposes – purposes that very least are 

not our own and that are in various degrees inimical to our development and even 

existence.” 

 

Hartsock’s description of how epistemic oppression is structured can be applied to the 

unfair advantage of Western hegemony (the Empire). In an embedded manner, 

Eurocentric epistemology, presuppositions and worldviews have influenced the 

African Christian through what I call the coloniality of power or epistemic 

privilege/authority. The Western model of colonial domination and knowledge systems 

have privileged European culture based on the missiological belief that it sought to 

‘civilise and convert’ indigenous African societies to Christianity. A well-documented 

Lesotho example of such is Leshota’s (2014) “Postcolonial Reading of Nineteenth-

Century Missionaries’ Musical Texts: The Case of Lifela tsa Sione and Lifela tsa 

Bakriste.” 

 

The missionary-colonial enterprise was therefore considered legitimate, right and just 

while condemning African cultures, religions and worldviews. According to Ukpong 

(1999c:314), the beginning of African Biblical hermeneutics in the period 1930s-1970s 

was marked by comparative studies such as that of Mbiti’s “New Testament 

Eschatology in an African Background” (1971) and Dickson’s “The Old Testament and 

African Theology” (1973). These studies challenged the epistemic power of 

colonialism. They were more critical of the idiosyncratic nature of Eurocentric 

presuppositions and their failure to recognise African religious realities and focused 

on “dismantling power relations and conceptions of knowledge that foment the 

reproduction of self-negation or negated subjectivity” (Kaunda 2015:78).  
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In another sense and closely related to the coloniality of power, coloniality of 

knowledge is how European knowledge was made universally hegemonic and 

superior (Dube 2001; Hersey 1998; Speckman 1996; West 2015), overpowering any 

other form of indigenous knowledge or epistemological formation. “This Eurocentric 

ideology presented Western history, philosophy, theories, methods, texts, stories, 

culture and structures as the epitome of knowledge production and all that is best” 

(Shobat & Stam 1994:2-3). In the South African context, African knowledge systems 

and cultures were made inferior and anathematised by the ideology of apartheid. The 

coloniality of knowledge is confronted by proactive approaches of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics, which are commonly identified as inculturation and liberation 

trajectories (Mbuvi 2017; Ukpong 1999a). Specifically, the literature review seems to 

suggest that, in the South African context, the awakening of the liberation trajectory of 

African Biblical Hermeneutics started with the emergence of Black Theology, whose 

departure point was the construct of Black Consciousness. From strictly biblical 

hermeneutics standpoint, Mosala’s (1989) “Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology 

in South Africa” with his historical-materialist analysis and West’s (1995) “Biblical 

Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading the Bible in the South African Context” 

are of relevance in dealing with coloniality of knowledge. 

 

With the devastating impacts of idiosyncratic Eurocentric worldviews and biases on 

the African Bible reader, African Biblical Hermeneutics is justified as a hermeneutical 

approach of resistance and resilience. Black South Africans resisted colonialism and 

apartheid regime through warfare, political activism and the arms struggle and 

ultimately through negotiated settlement to achieve political freedom in their own 

country. African Biblical Hermeneutics faces a different struggle, an invisible struggle, 

which involves acknowledging the post-apartheid social realities redressing cultural 

amputations and rewriting the meaning of the Bible. West’s (1993) “Contextual Bible 

Study” serves this purpose of reading the Bible against concrete social realities in 

order to deal with the scars of the coloniality of power and knowledge, which are, even 

with the advent of the democratic dispensation in 1994, too deep to heal instantly. The 

assumed European superiority of knowledge “left in its tracks psychological, social, 

physical, and religious casualties, in the form of cultural and religious identity alienation 

and dissonance, among the colonised nations” (Leshota 2014:142). 
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I will conclude this sub-section by saying that it is through the process of conceptually 

framing the world and bringing African theoretical assumptions and worldviews to the 

interpretation of הדר  that the concept has meaning to me. Replacing colonial 

frameworks is perhaps the most important task at hand because it is part of that long 

and yet crucial process of decoloniality. I will attempt in the next sub-section to 

illuminate the extent to which African Biblical Hermeneutics, described by many as an 

emerging discipline, has started the process of decoloniality and liberating the 

oppressed. 

 

3.5 UNDERSTANDING THE STATE OF AN EMERGING DISCIPLINE  

 

It is critical to unpack the conept of “emerging discipline” as it relates to African Biblical 

Hermenetuics. The state of African Biblical Hermeneutics as an “emerging discipline” 

seems to be the most logical first step in strategically understanding its optimistic start. 

The concept of “emerging discipline” is taken from Mbuvi (2017). It is worth 

underscoring here that the central thesis of this study is to argue for an alternative and 

contextual interpretation of הדר . In order to decentre western hegemony and its 

eurologocentrism in biblical interpretation, there ought to be an alternative African 

logic. Thus, I find it necessary to engage and recognise the evolving epistemic 

perspective of African Biblical Hermeneutics. It is a fact that academic disciplines 

across the board come in many different shapes and sizes and with many different 

justifications for their existence. Their development is prompted by various reasons 

including as a response to technological and socio-political and historical changes. 

Such changes may also be brought about by the inadequacy and irrelevance of 

existing disciplines. The development of African Biblical Hermeneutics can be located 

somewhere between the response to socio-political and historical changes (African 

independence), on one hand and the inadequacy of Western criticism to deal with 

pertinent issues affecting Africa (Bediako 1996; Mbuvi 2017:161), on the other. 
 

With the volume of scholarship already generated in African Biblical Hermeneutics, 

can we still argue that African Biblical Hermenetuics is an emerging discipline? Can 

we use Ukpong’s (2000) timeframe of three general phases of African academic 
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interpretation to determine if African Biblical Hermenetuics is still an emerging 

discipline? Ukpong’s suggested timeframe makes African academic interpretation less 

than one hundred years’ old. Several others agree that “African academic biblical 

interpretation does not have a longer history” (Dube 2012:4) and “has not yet been 

canalised into a defined exegetical approach” (Nyiawung 2013:5). Albeit it has a short 

yet glorious history (Adamo 2003, 2006; Mbuvi 2017; West 1997b, 2018), it is certainly 

proliferating at a rapid pace and has started to coalesce into a unique institution. It is 

based on the various works of practitioners who have identified basic assumptions, 

principles, worldviews and concepts, which facilitated its introduction. In its 

development, the primary objective of African Biblical Hermeneutics is first of all to 

develop its own body of theoretical knowledge to explain various African phenomena 

and the Bible including its hermeneutical considerations. A great deal of these are 

already documented in trustworthy sources in peer-reviewed journals, book chapters, 

books and conference proceedings, among others.  

 

True to its promise, this body of knowledge shows a growing interest in the 

development of African Biblical Hermeneutics as a distinct hermeneutical discipline 

that can now be defined and studied independently of Western biblical criticism. While 

there may be some that denigrate and suspect the “Africanness” of the discipline and 

its lack of baseline (Speckman 2016), this body of literature has created an opportunity 

to explicate the foundational assumptions, methodological insights, theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks and distinctions of the interpretive process through which the 

claims of African Biblical Hermeneutics are made. The mere mention of “African” 

seems to encapsulate the colonial myth and the dynamics of colonialism in general. 

The disagreements on the meaning of the “Africanness” of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics are neither substantive nor unusual, in my opinion. According to Kuhn 

(1962), it is to be expected that when a new discipline appears, usually, it is without a 

clear direction and would generate disagreements among scholars.  

 

In this discussion, I do not attempt to present the origin of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics. This has already been well documented formally and thematically 

notably in Mbuvi’s “African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline” 

(2017) in which he explicitly describes African Biblical Studies as a “nascent discipline” 
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(2017:2). The idea of describing African Biblical Hermeneutics as an emerging 

phenomenon poses a number of complexities and challenges because the concept 

suggests instability, topicality and being in a state of flux. This makes the task of 

organising the rationale by which African Biblical Hermeneutics is constructed 

complex and difficult. It must also be understood that the idea of emerging or nascent 

may suggest that African Biblical Hermeneutics is not yet an accepted academic field 

with its own stand-alone structured exegetical agenda, as a centre of excellence with 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks and a fully developed academic community 

with established references. Perhaps this is what Speckman (2016:214) means by his 

statement that “it is not possible to evaluate African readings or interpretations of the 

Bible, unless a baseline has first been established.” I disagree with Speckman and 

argue that African Biblical Hermeneutics has established a baseline repository of 

hermeneutical tools that can engage with the biblical text from the African social 

location. However, this does not suggest that Afrian Biblical Hermeneutics can stop in 

its development trajectory. African Biblical Hermeneutics should always develop more 

tools of analysis to address contemporary African issues. 

 

Despite African Biblical Studies having “travelled a richly contested road” (Masenya 

[Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ngwa 2018:1), there is still much to be achieved in relation 

to its full range of stable and structured references in the traditional sense of an 

academic discipline. Notwithstanding the unflinching confidence of African scholars, I 

am not aware of a fully-fledged institutionalised academic programme on African 

Biblical Hermeneutic at any of the universities in South Africa. This relates to the 

discourse of intellectual colonialism, which has recently attracted much attention in the 

South African academy. In essence, it is a new form of active attempt at educational 

liberation, which involves rethinking the educational set-up of former colonies with the 

intention of transforming it and moving away from the legacy of colonial subordination. 

 

I envisage that with more relevant publications, African Biblical Hermeneutics in South 

Africa will continue to go through the protracted conflict phase but ultimately it will 

adjust itself with its niche and value-proposition and be accepted into the existing 

educational system of universities. African Biblical Hermeneutics must justify its 

relevance and existence in the post-apartheid era for it to attract high student 
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registration and obtain government funding. The challenge is that the universities will 

have to develop the requisite institutional infrastructure commensurate with the 

teaching of African Biblical Hermeneutics as it was the case with the “traditional” 

biblical studies. This will give African Biblical Hermeneutics implicit endorsement, 

publicity and legitimacy of existence.  

 

From the South African apartheid context, one has to recognise the legacy of structural 

challenges inherent in the education sector as a whole and not just in the area of 

biblical studies. I therefore disagree with Speckman (2016:208) who suggests that 

there is a delay and procrastination on the part of African scholars “in producing a 

hermeneutical approach that is essentially African in its uniqueness.” Recent research 

argues that appropriation has happened by way of several major and well-known ideo-

theological trajectories namely inculturation, liberation theology and African feminist, 

post-colonial and queer hermeneutics. In my opinion, these are enough repository to 

justify an African biblical study programme at the tertiary level.  

 

In this regard, a collaborative project such as “The Bible in Africa: Transactions, 

Trajectories, and Trends” serves as an important introduction “providing some sense 

of the rich diversity and complexity of the Bible in Africa…” (West & Dube 2000:2). It 

supports my contention that African Biblical Hermeneutics as a nascent institution may 

not be as fully developed as the older academic disciplines. However, it has reached 

a point that makes it a rigorous, transformative and unapologetic force on South 

Africa’s biblical landscape. 

 

It is to be expected, as with any other academic discipline, that the whole of the ideo-

theological and epistemological development of African biblical hermeneutics would 

reveal a wide spectrum of social locations, historical concerns, exegetical variations 

and emphases. They are all still seeking to establish some conceptual legitimacy and 

epistemological certainty. It would therefore be naïve to expect African scholars to 

arrive at uniformity of thought, creativity and innovation considering that Africa is not 

a homogenous continent in terms of experiences of colonialism and missionary 

enterprise. Such an expectation would be miscalculated and based on the colonial 

assumption that Africa is to be treated as one big and dark village. Masenya [Ngwana’ 
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Mphahlele] and Ngwa (2018:2) view this wide spectrum of knowledge sources 

positively as a “proliferation of methodological insights, perspectives and trends…”  

 

The proliferation of insights in African Biblical Hermeneutics is not a weakness per se 

nor a sign that there is absence of a coherent and integrated theoretical framework. 

These are signs of a youthful discipline slowly growing into adulthood‒to use the 

analogy of youth. With such accumulated historical developments (Mbuvi 2017; 

Ukpong 1999c) of African biblical scholarship, I find Maluleke’s (2000:94-95) 

speculative claim that “there cannot and should not be such a thing as “African Biblical 

Scholarship” completely uncalculated. 

 

To the extent that African Biblical Hermeneutics does not have its own Dictionaries, 

Encyclopaedias, Commentaries and Introductions, one has to rely on a wide tapestry 

of individual works (articles, chapters in books, books and monographs) by some of 

the leading African biblical scholars. I am quite persuaded that biblical Dictionaries, 

Encyclopaedias, Commentaries and Introductions are not the only scholarly formats 

available to African Biblical Hermeneutics. These are academic reference works or 

compendium formats that have come down through the tradition of the missionary-

colonial enterprise and are found across all academic disciplines without any 

exception. Can one argue convincingly without being accused of endorsing 

Eurocentric hegemony that, to a large degree, these are an accepted measure of 

developed academic discipline? The works of various African biblical scholars cover 

a wide spectrum of analysis expressing “the richly textured reality that is African 

biblical scholarship” (West 2018:241). However, these remain isolated voices in their 

own right and lack conventional stability of referencing, canon and proper curriculum. 

In this respect, African Biblical Hermeneutics can be characterised as developing and 

evolving. 

 

Some of the more recent studies have become projects that focus on the mammoth 

task of tracking, compiling and recording the historical development of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics. The African biblical scholar must now ask afresh—why do I write, for 

whom and for what purpose? The periodised historical perspectives are important as 

a genre (historiography of biblical interpretation) and will become a quick-to-go 
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reference, making the research on the nature and scope of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics easier to handle. No doubt, periodisation is a necessary tool for working 

on the historiography of African Biblical Hermeneutics because Western biblical 

criticism did not take the experience of Africans seriously and, therefore, its history of 

Africans is basically flawed.  

 

Should African Biblical Hermeneutics attempt to have its own chronological 

historiography of this rather complex reading of the Bible in Africa? In my opinion, such 

a task is necessary and yet difficult to achieve. Significantly, the polemics of African 

historiography remain unresolved because the history and culture of African people 

has been documented, forecasted and explained in different ways by Western 

historians and missionaries (Ntantala 1992). Clearly, the West barely represented the 

socio-political and economic realities of Africa. Lest we forget, according to the 

missionaries and colonial administrators, African history started with the arrival of 

Europeans in Africa which means that the rich traditions of African religiosity that 

predate African Christianity have been excluded deliberately. In the context of self-

determination, post-colonialism and the decentring of Western hegemony, it is critical 

that Africans themselves start documenting their own history of biblical interpretation 

in order to create a point of reference for posterity. 

 

Scholars from different parts of the African continent will obviously interpret historical 

dates and events differently because of the different experiences of colonialism and 

the missionary enterprise. What is important is that, with their documentation, a new 

brand of historiography of African biblical interpretation is beginning to emerge and it 

goes beyond the missionary historiography to include Africans in the Bible itself. For 

example, Mbuvi (2017) provides more than a periodised development of events in the 

emergence of African Biblical Studies. He highlights the different interests and 

hermeneutical nuances that have developed over the years. Despite his well-argued 

article, Mbuvi (2017:156) admits that “the issue of defining African Biblical Studies and 

who can do it is a question that lingers.”  

 

Similarly, Adamo’s published thesis, “Africa and the Africans in the Old Testament” 

(2005) as well as “The Historical Development of Old Testament Interpretation in 
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Africa” (2003), attempts to track how Africans have interpreted the Bible dating back 

to biblical times. In a more recent article, “The Task and Distinctiveness of African 

Biblical Hermeneutics,” Adamo (2015a) gives some conceptual descriptions of what 

makes African Biblical Hermeneutics a distinct interpretive process. Limited discussion 

exists in the literature on theoretical and conceptual frameworks. West’s (2018) article, 

“African Biblical Scholarship as Post-colonial, Tri-polar, and a Site-of-struggle,” tracks 

a wide spectrum of African biblical scholarship, while addressing the reality of the Tri-

polar model. 

 

Further developments in African Biblical Hermeneutics are captured in various 

monographs covering all the important topics in African biblical interpretation. These 

include West and Dube’s (2000) “The Bible in Africa: Transactions, Trajectories, and 

Trends”; Dube’s (2001) “Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible; and 

Dube et al’s (2012) Postcolonial Perspectives in African Biblical Interpretations”; and 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ngwa’s (2018) “Navigating African Biblical 

Hermeneutics: Trends and Themes from our Pots and Calabashes.”  These 

monographs focus on a wide and rich spectrum of the latest post-colonial 

perspectives, practices, nuances and developments in African biblical interpretation, 

covering many parts of the African continent and her Diasporas. Without giving up on 

its attainability, Adamo (2001b) admits that the Old Testament research in the entire 

continent of Africa is indeed a phenomenal task.  

 

To conclude this section, I can postulate that African Biblical Hermeneutics has gone 

beyond the phase of being an “emerging discipline”. It has proven itself to be a 

composite hermeneutical approach with multiple trajectories that all reflect a diversity 

of engagement with the African cosmological reality and the Bible. African Biblical 

Hermeneutics must transition into the actual business of biblical interpretation and slow 

down emphasis on justifying its distinctiveness and identity, methodology and 

approaches as well as the reasons for its existence. All academic disciplines go 

through phases of development. This is the case with biblical interpretation in Africa 

(Ukpong 2000). It was necessary for African Biblical Hermeneutics also to go through 

the various phases of development. Credit must go to several scholars who have been 

quoted in this study who have substantially engaged with the development of biblical 
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interpretation in Africa. Their reflective works are now an important repository for future 

research. This considerable repository of the body of knowledge and tools of analysis 

of African Biblical Hermeneutics, should not be downplayed and continuously labelled 

as “emerging.” The African voice in biblical interpretation cannot afford to be forever 

relegated to the level of an emerging enterprise. There is maturity and clarity of 

purpose in the voice of African Biblical Hermeneutics. Hence, Ukpong (1999:313) has 

the following to say about the development of biblical interpretation in contemporary 

Africa:  
Even though the academic interpretation of the Bible in modern Africa is a child of western 

biblical scholarship, it has developed its own characteristics. Specifically, it is concerned with 

creating an encounter between the biblical text and the African context [emphasis mine]. 

 

3.6 SOCIAL LOCATION MATTERS AS A VARIABLE ANALYTIC TOOL  

 

In the following sub-section, I intend to demonstrate that African Biblical Hermeneutics 

inhibits social and historical space. Our African past has a bearing on the present and 

the future reading of the Bible. One of the most ubiquitous discourses in contemporary 

biblical hermeneutics is the meaning and role of context, social reality or the social 

location. Having grown up during the apartheid oppression and massive violation of 

human rights, I remember what it meant to read the Bible against this specific socio-

political interpretive space and how that context informed the ways in which ordinary 

Christians approached, understood and read the Bible.  

 

This interpretive space of apartheid oppression opened new possibilities of meaning 

of biblical texts. This study attempts to build on that experience of reading the Bible 

from a particular socio-political and economic perspective, hence, the “post-apartheid” 

in the heading of this study. There is recognition that social location, context, or social 

reality is “as an important hermeneutical device” of African Biblical Hermeneutics 

(Ramantswana 2016:180). It is notable that African scholars frequently use “context,” 

“social location” and “social reality” interchangeably to denote the same phenomenon 

(Adamo 2001b; Nyiawung 2013; West 1997a; 1999b). However, others may use 

“context” to refer strictly to African culture(s) (Ukpong 2002). 
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However, it is important to point out that, used in their singular form, words such as 

“experience,” “social reality,” “social location” and “context” might give the impression 

that we are dealing with a homogenous African reality. That perception needs 

correction; the African experience, context or social reality was wrongfully defined by 

Western historians and anthropologists, who described Africa as the “Dark Continent” 

and epicentre of evil, according to the Victorian myth (Brantlinger 1985). This was a 

mythical prejudice, which led to Hegel’s view of Africa as “an embodiment of the 

human being in his wildest, natural and untamed state” (Hegel 1991:93). Africa is still 

perceived as one big village. These imposed representations have to be corrected by 

demonstrating the diversity of African realities, voices and visions (Ukpong 

1999c:326).  

 

Consequently, the unfortunate historical perception that Africa is one big monolithic 

and homogeneous village can be dismissed immediately. African social reality is 

diverse, complex, dynamic and multi-dimensional (Meenan 2014:270). Other scholars 

such as Pobee (2017) also recognise Africa as polyracial, polyethnic and polycultural. 

Insightful studies by African biblical scholars show that Africa is more than a 

homogenous village. Thus, this study illustrates particularity of the South African post-

apartheid context. Several other African scholars have written on the Priestly creation 

narratives of Genesis 1:1-2:4a from their specific social context and there is absolutely 

nothing wrong with that. Without exception, a mere glance at any progressive 

exegetical work based on African Biblical Hermeneutics will demonstrate that African 

scholars inevitably showcase their unique social reality in the title of their work.  

 

Their writings focus on burning social realities such as inculturation, liberation, gender, 

homophobia, immigration, xenophobia, etcetera which means that the African context 

is the explicit subject of interpretation (Adamo 2015a:32). The diversity of these 

contexts makes African Biblical Hermeneutics a multiple-case study platform. It should 

be stressed that diverse as they are, most of these social realities were shaped by the 

missionary-colonial enterprise. On the other hand, some African social locations and 

interpretations should equally be treated with suspicion because they also can 

perpetuate and command oppression and exclusion through their economic, political, 

historical, patriarchal and cultural power. 
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The individuality of Bible reading communities in their specific social location gives 

primacy to their social reality in the interpretive process. Clifford (1985:16) has this to 

say: 

 
Clearly, we read the Bible where we are: as people who are conditioned by the times 
in which we live and by the history which is part of us (including a philosophical 
heritage, capitalism and its Marxist counterpart, and the scientific movement... To be 
sure, we come to the Scriptures in our social location and, hopefully, with some 
creative imagination. 

 

Adamo’s (2001b:1) confirms that “…there has never been an interpretation that has 

been without reference to or dependent on a particular cultural code, thought patterns, 

or social location of the interpreter.” Unlike other critical traditions and methods, 

particularly the historical-critical method, African Biblical Hermeneutics is commonly 

described within the reader-oriented tradition19 as an approach to biblical interpretation 

that makes the “African social cultural context a subject of interpretation” (Adamo 

1999:60-90; 2001b; Ukpong 2002:17-32). What does social location mean in biblical 

hermeneutics? Whose social reality counts? What exactly is the logic of social location 

in relation to the biblical text?  

 

Lategan (1990:2) acknowledges “the plurality of experience and existence in the south 

African context…” I agree that a biblical hermeneutics that gives appropriate weight to 

the lived socio-political reality of a people is vital to the interpretive process. Having 

argued for a diversity of social realities in Africa, it is helpful to consider two 

overarching dynamic contexts of Old Testament studies in South Africa, namely, the 

post-apartheid and post-colonial contexts. From the perspective of Old Testament 

scholarship in South Africa, I regard these contexts as conceptually and historically 

interrelated. The differences are perhaps only in the semantics, emphasis, or 

 
19 A growing number of scholars across the world are placing the reader at the centre of interpretation. 
The reader-response tradition or criticism rejects the formalist position of the historical-critical method, 
which locates meaning within the text. Instead, it puts forward a new position, which locates meaning 
with the reader. The reader’s active engagement with the text is seen as a necessary component in any 
text with a genuine meaning. See Lategan, BC 1984. Current issues in hermeneutic debate. 
Neotestamentica 18, 1-17; McKnight, EV 1988. The Bible and the reader: an introduction to literary 
criticism. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Books; Eagleton, T 1989. “Reception theory,” in Barry P (ed), 
Contemporary critical theory. London: MacMillan; Thiselton, AC 1992. New horizons in hermeneutics. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan; “The reader and the text,” in Mayes. ADH (ed), Text in context: essays 
by members of the Society for Old Testament Study. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 3-34. 
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perspective that scholars ascribe to them. It is an undisputable historical fact that 

South Africa was colonised and christened like other parts of Africa much earlier 

before the official introduction of apartheid in 1948 by the National Party that governed 

South Africa until 1994 (Oliver & Oliver 2017). I also regard both as the defining the 

watershed contextual variables for South African biblical scholarship.  

 
3.6.1 Post-apartheid as a variable interpretive context  
 

The aim of this sub-section is to highlight that (South) African Biblical Hermeneutics 

itself is a paradigm shift, a change of emphasis that intentionally prioritises the post-

apartheid context in the interpretive process. I add the adjective ‘variable’ in order to 

show that I am not necessarily prioritising post-apartheid at the expense of any other 

contextual description. For purposes of this study, I am morally and politically obliged 

to explicitly take up post-apartheid as the social location. Chapter 4 of this study will 

deal in detail with the post-apartheid social location/context. For now, the goal is to 

answer this question: Does the South African Old Testament scholarship recognise 

the post-apartheid period as a distinct contextual variable analytic tool in the 

hermeneutical process? In order to find the answer, references to specific research 

formats will be made accordingly. The year 1994 represented an important interpretive 

transitory moment when South Africa could officially claim political freedom. De Villiers 

(2005:241), who writes from the perspective of the New Testament Society of South 

Africa (NTSSA), notes that “South Africa moved into a completely new dispensation 

with the democratization of the political dispensation in the nineties, with 

new challenges to those who were involved in scholarly research.”  
 

An important apartheid periodic setting is provided by Le Roux in his 1993 publication, 

in which he states that South African Old Testament scholarship was predominantly 

white and male and its primary socio-political location could be described as 

traditionally Afrikaans, conservative in its alignment with the historical-critical analysis 

and with close academic proximity with Europe. It is also a known fact that Old 

Testament scholarship lacked interest in contextual interpretation and did not engage 

with issues of social justice, racism and the social engineering of apartheid (Deist 

1992). In their “Anything New under the Sun of South African Old Testament 
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Scholarship? African Qoheleth’s Review of OTE 1994-2010” (2012), Masenya 

[Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ramantswana ask a pertinent question, whether South 

African Old Testament scholarship has reflected a paradigm shift from being mostly 

focused on the biblical text and its original contexts to reflecting more on contemporary 

South African issues. According to their research findings, the profile and character of 

the Old Testament by 2012 was still predominantly white male and did not basically 

reflect on the contemporary contextual issues in South Africa (2012:632).  

 

However, there has been some level of reckoning in recent times. In his opening 

chapter of “Theology and the (Post) Apartheid Condition: Genealogies and Future 

Directions,” Venter (2016:13) says that “an overview of South African reflection 

conveys a sense of the realisation of changing times, and also a wide range of 

interests.” Venter proposes a focus on new challenges in the post-apartheid era such 

as HIV and Aids, violence to women, ecology and natural sciences. Van Heerden 

(2006:12) also offers an interesting description of the post-apartheid context as the 

“character of the horizon.” His description implies a positive energy and expectation of 

something worth waiting for that will emerge from the horizon. However, van Heerden 

also admits that the “character of the horizon” is complex and difficult to explain 

(2006:15). 

 

Correspondingly, in their introductory chapter in “What Comes out of the African Pots 

and Calabashes,” Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] and Ngwa (2018) acknowledge the 

emerging contextual variables (the post-independence of Africa, the acceptance of 

African Biblical Hermeneutics into the Society of Biblical Literature, and the geo-

political migration of African people into Europe) that will continue to influence the 

difficult task and journey of the African Biblical Hermeneutics. They ask critical 

questions about its role in the context of the problems of the post-independence (and 

post-apartheid) African state (HIV and Aids, governance, poverty, masculinities and 

sexuality, violence, etc.). 

  

Emerging from Masenya’s [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] numerous writings is her dynamic 

biblical interpretation which takes as its point of departure the issues affecting African 

women in the context of the post-apartheid. For example, in her “Female and Royal 
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Humanity? One African Woman’s Reflection on Psalm 8” (2014b), she challenges 

masculinity and how it defines traditional leadership roles to the exclusion of women. 

Similarly, in her “Invisible Exiles? An African-South African Woman’s Reconfiguration 

of ‘Exile’ in Jeremiah 21:1-10,” she points out that, “being born with a black skin in a 

patriarchal apartheid South Africa meant that I became a foreigner from the moment 

of my birth, ironically, a foreigner in the land of my ancestors” (2007:758). 

 

In another article, “Redefining Ourselves: A Bosadi (Womanhood) Approach,” 

Masenya (1997) advocates for the liberation of African women in the post-apartheid 

context as she reflects on Old Testament scholarship. Thus, she contextualises her 

observation, saying, “the marginalisation of African women in this country is also 

notable in Biblical scholarship. Past and present Biblical scholarship in the country and 

elsewhere has basically been white and male” (Masenya 1997:440). She extends her 

criticism to Black theologians as well who “failed to address the androcentric nature of 

the Bible while they also failed to challenge the all-male Biblical scholarship” 

(1997:441). Similarly, in her “For Ever Trapped? An African Voice on Insider/Outsider 

Dynamics within South African Old Testament Gender-sensitive Frameworks,” she 

shares her personal journey of having to “learn the dynamics of fitting into the outsider 

dominant white (reads: Afrikaner) culture, while also remaining faithful to African 

culture” (2014:190).  

 

Admittedly Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] is a leading protagonist of the 

womanhood/Bosadi hermeneutical approach in the post-apartheid Old Testament 

studies in South Africa. Her claims legitimise the call for attention to the discrimination 

against and oppression of women and the reinforcement of masculinity and patriarchy 

inherent in Old Testament scholarship and in the practice of African cultures. These 

claims have legitimately put South African Old Testament studies under feminist 

scrutiny and has shown gaps in Old Testament studies which excluded women’s 

voices and their worldviews. 

 

Yet another important South African feminist contribution is that of Nzimande (2005). 

Her rendition of Imbokodo biblical interpretation in the post-apartheid era creates a 

fertile ground for Old Testament studies, as the title of her doctoral dissertation 
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suggests, “Postcolonial Biblical Interpretation in Post–apartheid South Africa: The 

Gebirah in the Hebrew Bible in the Light of Queen Jezebel and the Queen Mother of 

Lemuel.”  

 

Undoubtedly the “post-apartheid period” as a critical interpretive variable for South 

African biblical studies is well documented by Gerald West’s unprecedented 

publications in “The Vocation of the African Biblical Scholar on the Margins of Biblical 

Scholarship” (2006) as well as the “Accountable African Biblical Scholarship: Post-

colonial and Tri-polar” (2018). West’s publications on “African contextual criticism” are 

too numerous to be mentioned here. Suffice to mention that from his early formation 

he already understood that “the superordinate frame… remained the South African 

context, particularly the liberation struggle” (West 2006:309). This “superordinate 

frame” was subsequently reflected in all his writings, and consistently became the core 

of his biblical criticism (2003; 2004; 2009; 2018).  

 

Of particular significance as well in his earlier writings in the 1990s (West 1992b, 

1995a; 1995b; 1997a & b; 1999a & b) and his contextual Bible study process at the 

Ujamaa Centre.20 West is attentive and advocates for the context of the “ordinary 

reader” as distinct from that of the trained biblical scholar (West 1995b; 2006). That 

West was introduced to Black Theology and theological activism (2006:309-310) is 

very significant in understanding his biblical hermeneutics and why any African 

context, in particular, the post-apartheid South Africa, would indeed be a non-

negotiable important contextual variable tool for biblical interpretation.  

 

As a general principle of West’s mode of operation in biblical interpretation, the 

“African context” is the subject and epicentre of his interpretive process. In “African 

Biblical Scholarship as Post-colonial, Tri-polar, and a Site-of-struggle,” West declares, 

“Indeed, our African contexts demand this kind of accountability. So, the ultimate 

responsibility…is to our African contexts. Our primary accountability is not to the 

 
20 Ujamaa Centre for Biblical and Theological Community Development and Research is located at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, and it is regarded the foremost centre of its kind in contextual biblical 
studies.  Its purpose is found on its website (www.ujamaa.ukzn.ac.za): “The Ujamaa Centre is an 
interface between socially engaged biblical and theological scholars, organic intellectuals, and local 
communities of the poor, working-class, and marginalised. Together we use biblical and theological 
resources for individual and social transformation.” 
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biblical guild but to our African context” (West 2018:259). This is how West describes 

the “vocation and the accountability” of the South African biblical scholar and of the 

post-apartheid variable context (2006:311): 

 
My primary accountability as a biblical scholar, then, is to the South African context 
of struggle. The struggle is not over, it continues, though our struggles have shifted 
to include, along with race and class, gender, culture, sexual orientation, disability, 
globalisation, and HIV/AIDS (to name the most prominent). 

 

In “Reading the Bible in Africa: Accounting for Some Trends Part 1” (1991a), Punt 

(1999:1) acknowledges that “the demise of apartheid heralded an increased emphasis 

on African theological and African biblical studies in South Africa…” In another article, 

“Why not Postcolonial Biblical Criticism in South Africa: Stating the Obvious or Looking 

for the Impossible?,” Punt (2006b:72) notes that a “post-apartheid reading in South 

Africa finds itself in the unenviable position that in its attempt to define itself, it has to 

contend with its own subjection to cultural and epistemic imperialism...” Furthermore, 

Punt (2006a) focuses on the use and impact of the Bible in the post-apartheid 

specifically in relation to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LBGT) community 

in the Dutch Reformed Church. Once again, the article demonstrates that biblical 

interpretation even within a supposedly homogenic Christian denomination like the 

Dutch Reformed Church, remains a heated issue. This is not the place to develop this 

argument, but it is appropriate to mention it. I make this comment self-indulgently to 

show that perhaps some of the Afrikaans biblical scholars who have had a long 

ecclesiastical control/influence are now battling to shake off the shackles of their own 

church and engage critically with the Bible and contemporary issues without the same 

control of the Dutch Reformed Church’s faith tradition. 

 
In his “Interpreting the Bible in the Context of Apartheid and beyond: An African 

Perspective,” Farisani (2014:207) acknowledges that “in the post-apartheid context, 

the Bible still plays a significant role in addressing the current challenges.” Earlier, 

Farisani (2010:516) had defended the ongoing task of Black Theology in the post-

apartheid era, which takes seriously the black context in theologising and de-

ideologises Bible reading. In a later article, Farisani (2017) writes about the current 

trends and patterns of African biblical hermeneutics in the post-apartheid South Africa, 
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highlighting some of the socio-economic and political challenges and emphasising the 

importance of text, context and the reader’s appropriation. 

 

Another Old Testament scholar who has written on the post-apartheid context is Gerrie 

Snyman. Snyman seems to focus on issues of racism, racialised discourse and white 

male Afrikaner identity dilemmas in the post-apartheid era (2001; 2002a & b; 2005; 

2015). For example, in his response to Masenya’s [Ngwana’ Mphahlela] (2002) article 

entitled, “Is White South African Old Testament Scholarship African?,” Snyman 

(2002b:817) admits that “It is from this binary opposition with a change in the balance 

of power that whiteness has become problematical.” One may ask if the issue of white-

male Afrikaner identity as constantly raised by Snyman above, is a signal that “for 

some white South African biblical scholars, political liberation has ushered in a strange 

new world in which they do not yet know where or how they fit?” Does Snyman, and 

those he represents, feel displaced in the post-apartheid world? Have they developed 

a sort of crisis of personal and community identity because the landscape of the “new 

world” of the post-apartheid era is different from their traditional Western home, which 

results in their feeling alienated? A further question is, are they nostalgic, longing for 

what they perceive to have lost or is it their unconscious recognition of the importance 

of their historical past and how that past contributed to their identity?  

 

One cannot pretend that South African biblical scholarship was ever a non-conflictual 

enterprise and should not be. See West’s useful discussion on the extent and nature 

of “separateness” and “otherness” that characterised the South African biblical 

scholarship in his 2006 “The Vocation of the African Scholar on the Margins of Biblical 

Scholarship.” The end of apartheid in 1994 did not automatically remove the legacies 

of our apartheid (‘separateness’) past. The context of “separateness and otherness” 

that characterised the South African biblical scholarship is the socio-political 

framework from which one must read and understand Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 

and Ramantswana’s review (2012). An assertion fundamental to the present argument 

is that African Biblical Hermeneutics has split the supposed Eurocentric paradigm and 

culture of the Old Testament scholarship in South Africa. In this regard, Farisani’s 

(2017) response to Lombaard (2006) in his “Current Trends and Patterns in African 

Biblical Hermeneutics in Post-apartheid South Africa: Myth or Fact?” is also relevant. 
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In contrast to the indifferent and shameful history of Old Testament scholarship in 

South Africa, the current consensus found in more recent articles and books is that 

the post-apartheid reality of poverty, racism, white privilege, unemployment and 

corruption is indeed a critical contextual variable tool for Old Testament studies 

(Farisani 2014; Punt 2006b). In a more conciliatory tone, Bosman (2013) 

acknowledges that “…we must establish more dialogue amongst the diverging 

(contesting!) renditions of the past (both biblical and South African) to have any chance 

of maintaining critical scholarly intersubjectivity in the future.” Bosman advocates for 

an Old Testament scholarly space that is inclusive of various hermeneutical 

standpoints. 

 

3.6.2 Post-coloniality as a variable interpretive context  
 

The argument presented in the previous sub-section applies here as well—by being 

an African biblical interpretation, this study inhibits a post-colonial social reality or 

paradigm in one way or the other. Put differently, the post-apartheid concept is a 

uniquely South African expression of the post-colonial phenomenon. Post-coloniality 

is a much wider ‘revolution space’ of African Biblical hermeneutics. This study inhibits 

the post-colonial reality and addresses it by seeking an alternative meaning of the 

concept of הדר . From the social, economic, and political standpoint, there is sufficient 

evidence to suggest that even in the post-independence era, Africa is still burdened 

with the continuation of the colonial phenomenon, which has obvious implications for 

African Biblical Hermeneutics. According to Mbuvi (2017:158), “The interplay between 

African Biblical Hermeneutics and the historical and political realities, especially of the 

post-independence periods, is meant to highlight the tendency of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics to focus on the present in contrast to the ancient.”  

 

In this study, post-colonialism denotes a hermeneutical tool, a standpoint or a 

particular framework/theoretical context, which attempts to identify colonial 

presuppositions (political, theological, cultural or economic) in Eurocentric biblical 

interpretation. It therefore signifies a particular epistemological and political standpoint 

and defines the critical space of contemporary African Biblical Studies.  
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In the discussion that follows, it is imperative to situate this study within post-colonial 

biblical hermeneutics even if not extensively. African Biblical Hermeneutics is done in 

the post-colonial space. As a measure of performance and contribution, it would be 

expected that African Biblical Hermeneutics engages with the post-colonial social 

reality. Instead of seeing post-colonialism as only affecting the rest of the African 

continent, this posture creates a platform for South African biblical hermeneutics to 

dialogue with post-coloniality because both have serious points of contacts. The 

purpose of this sub-section is not to indulge in an arduous and long process to unravel 

the optics and semantics of what post-colonial theory means. Literature on post-

colonial theory, its strategies and techniques of critique is abundant and covers a wide 

spectrum of disciplines such as anthropology, psychology, education, history, politics, 

economics and identity studies.  

 

Clearly, post-coloniality has claimed its rightful place among other theories in 

humanities in the last few decades (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 1989; Gandhi 2019; 

Moore 2001; Slemons 1995). The common feature in all these interrelated disciplines 

is that they seek to highlight the extent of cultural dispersion caused by colonialism. 

Rukundwa and Van Aarde (2007) provide a useful snapshot of the optics of post-

colonial theory by various theorists. The authors show that this corpus of 

interdisciplinary knowledge has widely become a framework and a critical interpretive 

tool of biblical hermeneutics in Africa and her Diasporas as well as in Asia (Adamo 

2015b; Dube 1996; 1997; Mbuvi 2017; Rukundwa 2008; Segovia 1995; 2000; Shome 

1999; Sugirtharajah 1995; 1998a & b; 1999; 2001; 2002; 2003).  

 

Various scholars offer different descriptions of post-colonialism (Horsley 2000:10; Pui-

Lan 2005:2). Here I cite only two who have written extensively. Segovia (1998:51) 

describes post-colonialism as “ideological reflection on the discourse and practice of 

imperialism and colonialism from the vantage point of a situation where imperialism 

and colonialism have come.” In “Vernacular Hermeneutics,” Sugirtharajah (1999:17) 

defines the comprehensive task of post-colonialism: 
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Postcolonialism is a critical enterprise aimed at unmasking the link between ideas and 
power which lies behind Western texts, theories, and learnings. Postcolonial discourse 
is not about the territorial ejection on imperial powers or about learning… Rather, it is 
an active interrogation of the hegemonic systems of thought, textual codes, and 
symbolic practices which the West constructed in its domination colonial subjects. 

 

The 2012 volume of “Postcolonial Perspectives in African Biblical Interpretations,” 

published by the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL), contains some twenty-nine 

articles that demonstrate how colonialism systematically and comprehensively 

colonised minds, socio-economic and political spaces, language, rituals and land. The 

articles argue for a decolonial turn that would decentre Euro-biblical categories of 

thought and delink Western hegemony from the production of biblical knowledge as 

an adequate frame of thinking in engaging contemporary African experiences. 

 

From Southern Africa (specifically from Botswana), Musa Dube has written extensively 

on the definition of the problem of colonial biblical studies (Dube 1996; 1997; 2000; 

2001; 2012; 2017a) particularly from the standpoint of African women. A post-colonial 

feminist reading, in Dube’s (1997:14) view, “is not a discourse of historical 

accusations, but a committed search and struggle for decolonization and liberation of 

the oppressed.”  

 

Considering, specifically, the South African scenario, biblical scholarship has 

contributed significantly to the discourse on post-colonial biblical studies. To begin 

with, the consensus is that the Bible was experienced as an integral part of the colonial 

and missionary enterprise in Southern Africa (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991; Draper 

2015; Nkomazana & Setume 2016). A well-published anecdote attributed to Desmond 

Tutu and found in Mofokeng (1988:34) and Dube (2000:3) gives a historical context to 

this relationship:  

 
When the white man came to our country, he had the Bible, and we had the land. 
The white man said to us ‘let us pray.’ After the prayer, the white mad had the land 
and we had the Bibles.21  

 

 
21 Other African writers who have written extensively about a similar experience include Muzorewa, GH 
1987. The origin and development of African theology. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books; Magubane, BM 
1979. The political economy of race and class in South Africa. New York: Monthly Review Press. 
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In this anecdote, Tutu, Mofokeng and Dube make a nuanced reference to the 

colonial/missionary enterprise. Mosala, in his “Land, Class and the Bible in South 

Africa Today” (1991a:40), shares the sentiment, saying, “not only was the Bible 

present at the moment of the enslavement of black South Africans, but it became the 

mechanism through which and the reason why a settler colonial group of white people 

took the land of black people.”  

 

The concept “postcolonial biblical criticism” may not have been a buzzword in 

liberation hermeneutics at the time of their writing but Mofokeng, Mosala and their 

fellow Black theologians were liberation and transformation scholars and the struggle 

of Black people as a hermeneutical concern is at the heart of post-colonial biblical 

criticism. In fact, Taulo (2014:86) concludes in his dissertation that:  

 
I have tried to argue that the trajectory of African liberation theologies that flourished from the 
early 1970s can be seen to express the ideas of post-colonial theory so as to give a decentred 
and embodied form of Christianity in the post-colonial context.  

 

Black Theology spoke from a specific situation of apartheid oppression, which was 

created by colonialism and sustained by its theological justification. 

 

In reflecting on the purpose of Black Theology, Motlhabi (2009:2) notes that, “…it 

rejected white theology and its interpretation of the Gospel, life and reality. It 

challenged the church’s complacency with the status quo and its justification of its 

complacency.” Black theologians in South Africa may not have used the construct of 

post-coloniality in their vocabulary as it is being used now but they were already 

opening hermeneutical spaces for its possible articulations. 

 

An almost three decades’ jump from the Mofokeng‒Mosala’s era in the 1980s to the 

2020s in South Africa, it seems as though post-colonial hermeneutics has been 

received with mixed reactions and with less enthusiasm than in other parts of the 

continent and the Diaspora. In “Finding a Place among the Posts for Post-colonial 

Criticism in Biblical Studies in South Africa, West (1997a:325) observes that the “post-

colonial label does not easily stick to the South African context.” Perhaps unlike other 
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parts of the African continent, no obvious shadow of the “Empire” is cast on the South 

African reality. It is by no means our aim to belittle the fact that the settlement of the 

Dutch ultimately led to the European conquest of the Cape from 1652-1794 (West 

2016b).  Subsequently, the British annexed and took control of the Cape in 1795 and 

both the Bible and missionaries became central to the settler-to-colony process 

(Comaroff & Comaroff 1991; Sundkler & Steed 2000). 

 

As stated earlier, there is an overwhelming admission that biblical criticism in South 

Africa remains predominantly Eurocentric. Snyman (2008a:115) acknowledges that 

“the consequence of European normativity was that a western interpretation of Christ 

was imposed on the missionary subjects inhabiting a world outside of Europe.” It is 

precisely this kind of approach that Ramantswana (2016:178) censures: 

 
The orientation of African biblical hermeneutics has to be decolonial if it is to overcome 
the persistence of coloniality by privileging African knowledge systems and African 
thinkers. It also has to unmask the structures of coloniality that continue to destabilise 
the African imagination. 

 

In recent decades, Punt (1999a & b; 2003; 2004a & b; 2006b; 2015; 2018) has 

contributed greatly to the post-colonial biblical criticism discourse. Although he is 

writing mainly from the perspective of the New Testament in South Africa, his thoughts 

and conclusions are applicable to Old Testament studies as well. Punt (2003:58) 

defines post-colonial biblical criticism as “a variety of hermeneutical approaches 

characterised by their political nature and ideological agenda, and whose textual 

politics ultimately concerns both a hermeneutic of suspicion and hermeneutic of 

retrieval or restoration.” Punt (2006b:68-69) also sees post-colonial biblical 

hermeneutics as having “vested institutional, ecclesial, scholastic, economic and 

power interests in the South African biblical scholarship.” In my opinion and as 

Mtshiselwa (2011:670) correctly observes that, “this seems to shed light to the 

seeming reluctance to move from whiteness to the emancipation of blackness.”  

 

Additionally, Punt (2004b) envisages that a dialogue between both the colonial and 

post-colonial readings of the biblical text is possible. However, he does not explain 

how this relationship of identities would unfold. Unlike Punt (2006b), Rukundwa 
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(2008:7), in his “Postcolonial Theory as a Hermeneutical Tool for Biblical Reading,” 

holds that “postcolonial biblical criticism is concerned with the socio-political context 

in which the voice of the other is being silenced. It deals with the contexts whereby 

socio-political powers and identified are constructed.” 

 

In “Africa and the Future of Our Scholarly Past,” Le Roux (2008) defends Eurocentric 

Old Testament scholarship with its “convictions, values and techniques,” as the title of 

his article already suggests. He proposes what he calls “a critical intellectual tradition 

in South Africa for the purpose of understanding the text and South African context.” 

Le Roux completely avoids using the commonly accepted constructs of “African 

Biblical Studies,” “African Biblical Hermeneutics,” “post-colonial hermeneutics” or 

anything that suggests the blackening of biblical studies. Instead, he tries to introduce 

a more docile and neutral construct in “critical intellectual tradition.”  

 

Gerrie Snyman has also written several articles in which he refers to post-colonial 

biblical studies (2001; 2002a; 2003; 2005, 2006; 2008a & b; 2014). His understanding 

of decoloniality (his semantic preference) follows the mainstream characterisation that 

“the historical and literary criticisms are influenced by Eurocentric worldviews” 

(Snyman 2008:115) and that the “western hermeneutics remains tainted by 

imperialism, colonialism and racism” (Snyman 2006:185). He then describes 

decoloniality as “a reading of the biblical texts related to colonial history of Western 

powers' exploitation of Africa for their own purposes in order to construct a reading 

that reflects the needs of the African context” (2014:1037). Writing about whiteness in 

the context of a post-apartheid Afrikaner identity discourse, Snyman (2008b:398) 

claims that “whiteness…remains an exponent of colonialism and imperialism.”  

 

In fact, Shome (1999:108), in “Whiteness and the Politics of Location,” echoes 

Snyman above as he equates whiteness with “the discursive practices of colonialism 

and neo-colonialism that privileges and sustains global dominance of white American 

and European imperial subjects and Eurocentric worldviews.” Mtshiselwa’s “Towards 

an Indigenous (Xhosa) South African Biblical Scholarship” (2011) also refers to the 

idea of “blackening the Bible.” The concept of “blackening the Bible” comes from 
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Brown (2004) and means “the emancipation of black South African biblical scholarship 

in addressing imperialistic tendencies in biblical scholarship” (Mtshiselwa 2011:670).   

 

In my estimation, no scholar in South Africa has written as extensively on post-colonial 

biblical studies as West (1997a; 2008b; 2009; 2016a; 2018) and it would therefore be 

a daunting task to attempt to go through all his writings on the subject. That is a task 

beyond the scope of this study. In order to understand West’s disposition towards 

post-colonial biblical studies, one ought to find what I call his “personal creed and 

commitment.” West (1997a:324) argues that “if the Bible and Biblical scholarship have 

been instruments of colonising cultures in the past, there is no reason why, in the 

present, they cannot serve as instruments of liberation.” These “creed and 

commitment” are true for many protagonists of post-colonial biblical studies including 

me, if one were to make some biographical admissions. 

 

Thus, the first place to start is to examine West’s (1997a) earlier work in an article 

entitled “Finding a Place among the Posts for Post-colonial Criticism in Biblical Studies 

in South Africa.” In this article, West explores how post-colonial concerns relate to 

ordinary indigenous South African people. West (1997a:328) then concludes that “it 

does seem as if post-colonial criticism may be a convenient metaphor for our South 

African condition(s); it appears that it may be of use.” However, he adds an interesting 

and a valid caveat, which is that “The South African postcolony is a ‘special type’ of 

postcolony” (West 2019a).  

 

The apartheid colonial regime was indeed a “special type” of imperial and colonial 

system meant to oppress the indigenous people and legitimise a particular biased 

interpretation of the Bible (Draper 2015:3; Farisani 2014:207). However, it was no 

different from any other colonial activity because it was based on the imagined 

superiority of Western culture and rationality and of everything Western. The enduring 

colonial conditions, practices and instruments, which remain strongly embedded in the 

South African society are called “white privileges” and, according to Shome 

(1999:108), “they sustain global dominance of white American and European imperial 

subjects and Eurocentric worldviews.” It is in this context that the epistemological 

framework of post-colonialism operates, and its purpose is to decolonise these 
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conditions and practices. These remain predominantly Western (Adamo 2003; 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & Ramantswana 2012; Snyman 2008a).  

 

Thus, my own interpretation of the toned-down enthusiasm among South African Old 

Testament scholars in engaging post-colonial interpretative context as a 

hermeneutical tool may find explanation in Masenya’s [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2005a) 

“An African Methodology for South African Biblical Sciences: Revisiting the Bosadi 

(Womanhood) Approach.” She observes that “a general perception that South Africa 

at least, ideologically, is not an integral part of the Africa continent seems to persist in 

the minds of many South Africans, even ten years after the inauguration of the new 

democracy” (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 2005:74).  

 

It is a valid assessment that post-apartheid biblical studies address a somewhat 

different socio-political context with a different set of relationships from the horrible 

apartheid regime. Therefore, the concepts of “colonialism and imperialism” (or the 

Empire) as an interpretative context may seem an unfamiliar construct for many Black 

South Africans. In the minds of Black people, the enemy of the struggle was called the 

apartheid government (not the Empire). What the Black people see and experience 

now is the legacy of the apartheid system (not so much of the ‘Empire’) as well as the 

failure of the present government of the African National Congress (ANC). This is the 

distinguishing feature of the South African context, and it can therefore be argued that 

the “post-apartheid” situation is peculiar and distinct from the Two-Thirds majority 

context.  

 

I agree with Punt (2006b:67) that “postcolonial biblical interpretation could therefore 

not try to be everything to everybody.” However, in the broader scheme of things, one 

cannot totally divorce the post-apartheid social reality from the post-colonialism 

discourse. It would be an illusion for South African biblical scholars to assume that 

they can escape being conditioned by the vestiges of colonialism ‒ hermeneutically or 

in other ways. It would therefore be naïve to separate contemporary post-apartheid 

biblical studies from the post-colonial standpoint, as “opportunities abound for crossing 

the boundary of the Limpopo River and perhaps even for crossing the Sahara Desert” 

(West 2006:313).  



 131 
 

3.7 CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER 

 

Bible reading in Africa has a long history and the Bible has held a central place in 

African Christian life and thought. Predominantly, this long history has been shaped 

by Eurocentric criticism, worldviews and epistemology (Ukpong 1999b:2). It therefore 

suggests that African Biblical Hermeneutics cannot ignore the effects of the 

missionary-colonial enterprise. Crucial to contemporary African Biblical Hermeneutics 

is its emphasis that the Bible should be delinked from the logic of the missionary-

colonial enterprise and interpreted alternatively using African theoretical assumptions 

and worldviews and in ways that directly address socio-political, economic and cultural 

issues that are important to Africans. Thus, “the Bible has been read so that it may 

speak to the various indignities which Africans have suffered since the continent 

encountered people of European descent in the 15th century” (Ngong 2014:175). 

 

The rationale for including this chapter in this study is to highlight the understanding 

of the dynamics of the human act of appropriating the Bible and the importance of 

social location in the interpretive process in an African context. The act of appropriating 

the Bible and the importance of social location does not happen in an abstract, neutral 

or theoretical vacuum or in an empty socio-political and cultural space. In order to 

uncover an alternative meaning of הדר , it is imperative to establish those African 

theoretical and epistemological assumptions and worldviews as well as an 

appreciation of the socio-political and historical realities of African Bible reader.  
 

African Biblical Hermeneutics is gradually freeing itself from the yoke of traditional 

Eurocentric hermeneutical presuppositions. To delink and decolonise biblical 

interpretation is something that must be done by Africans themselves. This by far the 

most gratifying task of African Biblical Hermeneutics because its success does not 

require European funding, grants or any other intervention. 

 

African Biblical Hermeneutics is pushing the frontier of biblical interpretation and is 

bringing a whole new perspective to the global guild of biblical criticism. Affirming 

Africa as the creative “Other,” with its stories, life experiences, perspectives and 
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struggles is the subject of African Biblical Hermeneutics. African scholarship has its 

own sacred story to tell that gives meaning and purpose and seeks how that story can 

re-imagine the social and cosmic existence of African people that was alienated and 

anathematised. This generates a particular type of consciousness, which is best 

expressed by Africans themselves in their own language, using their symbols and 

celebrating their own rituals. The distinct hermeneutical foundations, principles and 

worldviews of African Biblical Hermeneutics provide a framework for this particular 

type of consciousness which has begun to receive recognition within the echelons of 

global biblical studies.  

 

The tone and the intensity of the discourse situation in African Biblical Hermeneutics 

should not be understood as a political exercise of validating the intellectual and 

analytic capabilities of African biblical scholarship at the exclusion of the positive 

contributions of the historical-critical criticism. An impression may be created that, by 

affirming African Biblical Hermeneutics, one is ipso facto rejecting the historical-critical 

method, its usefulness – even its necessity – making it totally illegitimate in every 

sense. That is not the case in this study or in the works of most African biblical 

scholars. Yes, the roots of the historical-critical method can be traced to Western 

culture and civilisation, including its strengths and limitations. I cannot overemphasise 

the value of historical-critical method particularly in connecting the cultural distance 

between the Bible and modern African readers, who live with a different sense of 

history, speak different languages, think in different categories and live in different 

cultural and social locations. With the application of the historical-critical method, we 

can see the text as a window that offers us a glimpse into Israel’s ancient world. 

 

There are vital legitimate contact points between African Biblical Hermeneutics and 

the historical-critical method. I personally have no problem drawing on the tools of 

historical-critical method. With my formal education in biblical studies, largely in the 

hands of missionary and colonial powers, I have been trained in the historical-critical 

paradigm. This formal western education is common among many other Africans who 

were also educated in Africa or abroad in western paradigms. I could make use of it 

where appropriate even if its framework is deemed insufficient for purposes of African 

Biblical Hermeneutics. I concur that the “master’s tools” can be used for a variety of 
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purposes, “sometimes in line with the master’s project and other times challenging it 

or even dismantling it” (Stichele & Panner 2005:3). The study appreciates the positive 

contribution of the historical-critical analysis to the study of the Priestly source (Gn 1:1-

2:4a), within which Genesis 1:26-28 is located. However, the interpretation of Genesis 

1:1-2:4a should go beyond its literary mythological genre and proven contact with 

cultures of the ANE. Instead, it should incorporate the context of the Babylonian 

Empire with its human tragedy, its perversity, its neurosis and its illogic.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

THE POST-APARTHEID SOCIAL LOCATION AS AN 
INTERPRETIVE VARIABLE 

 
 
We have to look for ways in which the Christian faith is being implanted in 
African art form, music, drama, traditional dances, stories, proverbs, wise 
sayings, analogies, metaphors... We have to translate the Christian truth into 
African thought forms... languages... terminologies (Mshana 1972:21). 

  

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The previous chapter unpacked the thought system and rationality that constitute the 

logic of African Biblical Hermeneutics. The African social-political, economic and 

cultural context is a primary subject and starting point in the interpretive process 

(Adamo 1999:60–90; 2001b; Ukpong 2002:17–32). This means that before engaging 

with the concept of הדר , we must first reflect on the post-apartheid social realities. 

Social location matters and it matters greatly in African Biblical Hermeneutics. 

Liberation hermeneutics follows this sequence in the interpretive process in order to 

ensure that biblical interpretation follows a socio-political dimension (Fawcet 

1994:570). However, the pre-theological analysis should not be reduced to a mere 

benign probe of socio-political and economic conditions. De Gruchy (1986:36) rightly 

explains that, “When people forget context and crisis, they turn abstract, detached, 

ideological, remote and unhelpful. However, when they remember context and crisis, 

they show their identification with the people who are subjects and objects of Christian 

ministry.” 

 

The manifestations of oppression and marginalisation do not have boundaries neither 

are they limited to a particular sphere or specific geographical region. They include 

racism, homophobia, heterosexism, sexism, xenophobia, classism and cultural and 

religious marginalisation. This is the reason that I call social location a variable 

because it is not a homogenous phenomenon. The dynamics of every social location 

varies from one community to the other. However, that does not take away their 

interconnectedness. I agree with Sinn (2017:10) that “…biblical interpretation is a 

polycentric endeavour ‒ polycentric in terms of geographical diversity, various 

positions of influence and different approaches.” 
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To begin with, it seems plausible to suggest that African Biblical Hermeneutics is not 

just reinforcing, re-enacting or impersonating the same logic of the missionary-

coloniser hegemony it prefers to engage in burning issues of our time and to 

participate in the current struggle for social justice and economic equity. Absurdity, 

predicament and pathos of the post-apartheid era are burning issues for Black people 

across the landscape of South Africa. How Black people understand biblical texts is 

enlightened by the circumstances around them. In other words, the logic of African 

Biblical Hermeneutics and all its hermeneutical expressions are premised on the 

primacy of social location in the hermeneutical process.  

 

To carry out a post-apartheid interpretation of הדר , I am obliged to state upfront the 

methodological novelty of traditional liberation hermeneutics whose concern is to 

interpret the Bible in the socio-political, cultural and economic milieu of the poor and 

the marginalised. This is the basic thrust of the hermeneutics of this study; it explicitly 

references the South African post-apartheid social realities with a direct reference to 

Oukasie Township in Brits. According to Gutierrez (1973:15): 

 
The theology of liberation offers us not so much a new theme for reflection, but a 
new way of doing theology. Theology as critical reflection on historical praxis is a 
liberating theology... This is a theology which does not stop with reflecting on the 
world but rather tries to be part of the process through which the world is 
transformed.  

 

In admiration, Boff (1989:38) notes that Gutierrez “helped to create a new 

epistemological field within Christian thought.” With this novelty and legacy, we see 

how African biblical criticism is being delinked (decolonised) from the more speculative 

and contemplative tendencies of Eurocentric criticism. What does this mean in the 

context of this chapter and the study as a whole? We must be consistent with the 

novelty of liberation hermeneutics and engage with the concrete socio-political and 

economic conditions of the poor and the marginalised.  
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4.2 PRE-THEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS AND LIBERATION HERMENEUTICS 

 

How else could liberation hermeneutics be informed without being aware of the socio-

political, economic and cultural dynamics of social change? The adoption of social 

sciences in liberation hermeneutics as pre-theological analysis has forged an essential 

link between socio-political, cultural and economic issues and biblical interpretation 

(Frostin 1988:9). This link has undoubtedly brought an epistemological revolution to 

biblical criticism. More significantly, it has caused a breakaway from the established 

wisdom of traditional criticism and its point of departure. In African biblical scholarship, 

a fundamental and distinctive role is given to socio-political and cultural analysis as a 

pre-theological consideration. In order to know the poor and the marginalised in the 

post-apartheid era and the cause of their poverty and marginalisation, one requires 

more than biblical knowledge. Therefore, one of the major gains of South African 

liberation hermeneutics is the adoption of socio-political and economic analysis as pre-

theological and yet intrinsic element in the interpretive process (Mosala 1986:196).  

 

The pre-theological socio-political and economic analysis relates to a framework used 

by many African biblical scholars including West (1991) and Draper (2001) called the 

tri-polar model. The model stresses that “Biblical interpretation in Africa typically 

consists of three poles: the pole of the biblical text, the pole of the African context, and 

the pole of appropriation.” In this study, I opt for ‘interpretive variable’ to refer to the 

same concept used in West’s tri-polar pole above. A very determinate paradigm or 

perspective in the title of this study is ‘post-apartheid.’ Post-apartheid as a temporal 

concept has been identified as the social location/context of this study. This follows 

the influence of the methodology of liberation theology to start the exegetical 

procedure by engaging the social context of the reader first.  

 

In line with Mshana (1972:21), how black South African Christians understand biblical 

concepts such as הדר  will depend to a great extent on two things—firstly, how they 

apply their theoretical assumptions, worldview, indigenous epistemology and 

secondly, how they will engage with their post-apartheid social realities in the 

interpretive process. The rationale for coming to this conclusion is that the reading or 

the interpretation of the Bible is crucial because it profoundly nurtures the people’s 
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existential experience. Thus, within this reality, how black South Africans understand 

the Bible ought to be naturally informed by and connected to what is happening around 

them.  

 

Logic therefore informs us that any changing socio-political, cultural and economic 

location naturally would trigger pertinent questions about the relevance, validity and 

applicability of theoretical principles of African liberation hermeneutics. Every social 

reality or context is indeed an opportunity “to create a new epistemological field and 

knowledge” (Boff 1989:39). It offers us a new possibility of interpreting the Bible from 

a new reality. Societies are continuously evolving and therefore require new ways of 

thinking and interpreting contemporary social realities.  

 

I am not overlooking the fact that questions have been asked about the relevance of 

African liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era. Historians of South African 

theology will painstakingly document African liberation theology, marvel at its 

development and influence and judge its hermeneutics as the most influential during 

the apartheid era. However, liberation hermeneutics cannot rest on its former glory. 

As an academic discipline, it must continuously engage in introspection and self-

critique to ensure its long-term sustainability especially if it aims to influence 

successfully the direction of social change in the post-apartheid era. In order to 

explicate the concept of הדר , this study cannot ignore this pertinent question of the 

relevance, applicability and continuous existence of African liberation hermeneutics in 

the post-apartheid era (Chimhanda 2010; Kee 2005; Tshaka & Makofane 2010; 

Zwane 2020). By implication, if critics question the relevance of liberation 

hermeneutics in the post-apartheid context, they are inadvertently questioning its 

fundamental principles.  

 

In response to many critics and opponents of liberation hermeneutics, I would say that 

the silence of liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era does not necessarily 

suggest its demise and death. African liberation hermeneutics has arguably caused 

so much controversy among South African scholars that some may be wishing for its 

‘death’ in order to go back to the ‘real’ biblical interpretation. The demanding historical 

changes show that theologies and different types of hermeneutics do come and go. 
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There will always be dominant, emerging, vanquishing and coexisting hermeneutical 

approaches. My hypothesis is that liberation hermeneutics cannot abdicate its 

intellectual and social responsibility amid poverty, unemployment and economic 

inequalities. I offer no extensive answer to the question of validity and relevance due 

to limited space. However, it is true that African liberation hermeneutics must engage 

in introspection, defend its existence and reshape its future relevance beyond 

constitutional democracy.  

 

In the process of responding to the changed context and to my constructive argument, 

I must first explicate, reassert and put core credentials of liberation hermeneutics to a 

legitimacy/validity test against the context of post-apartheid social realities. By first 

recognising and reasserting core credentials of liberation hermeneutics, it is then 

possible to determine their applicability and relevance in the post-apartheid context. 

Put differently, are the poor and the marginalised still with us in the post-apartheid 

era? Having gone more than two decades into political independence from apartheid, 

are the majority of South Africans really free? Has the socio-political and economic 

situation changed so much that it renders core credentials of liberation hermeneutics 

irrelevant and obsolete? Is there space for value-neutral and apolitical hermeneutics 

in the post-apartheid era? These questions define how liberation hermeneutics should 

be done and the answer to them appears to be negative as I will demonstrate later in 

this chapter. West (2017:186) rightly points out that “…while political and legal 

liberation have been secured in South Africa, we have been forced to recognise that 

we have less liberation than we had imagined.” West’s point therefore justifies my 

critical engagement with liberation hermeneutics because it has unfinished business 

to carry out in the post-apartheid era.   

 

If the analysis of the problem holds, I intend to briefly recalibrate the validity and 

legitimacy of three inextricably intertwined credentials of liberation hermeneutics in 

order to repudiate any allegation about the ‘death’ of liberation hermeneutics. The 

three core credentials are: the primary of social location as a pre-theological first act 

in the interpretive process, ethical and accountable biblical interpretation and the 

preferential option for the poor. In what follows, I want to put these credentials to a test 

of validity and relevance. 
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4.3 CONTEXT, SOCIAL LOCATION OR SOCIAL REALITY 

 

Although I agree that to some extent the traditional wisdom of historical-critical 

analysis remains useful and important, contemporary approaches, including various 

expressions of African Biblical Hermeneutics, have championed existential social 

location of the ‘ordinary reader’ as equally critical in the interpretive process (West 

1999a & b). While I may have emphasised and even overemphasised this point, the 

identification of social location (lived experiences) has become a standard feature of 

any study under the umbrella of African Biblical Hermeneutics. It has become a 

normative practice and it takes an epistemological break from Western hegemony 

(Frostin 1985; Sobrino 1981) whose theologising has been described as generally 

abstract, esoteric and theoretical.  

 

According to most liberation scholars, the material condition of the poor, oppressed 

and marginalised people is their homelessness, which also constitutes the most viable 

exegetical starting point for any hermeneutics of liberation (Mosala 1986; 1989). For 

various reasons, Eurocentric criticism finds it difficult to acknowledge the relationship 

between hermeneutics and social location. Put differently, it seems that too often the 

West is quick to find reasons not to engage (the ‘Other’) beyond and outside 

Eurocentric hegemony. 

 

In contrast, liberation hermeneutics refuses to interpret the Bible from a non-concrete 

context of theory and metaphysics. When reading and interpreting the Bible, African 

liberation hermeneutics begins with the lived experiences of African people. These are 

existential and lived-communal experiences. The operative phrase here is lived-

community. The communal experience could be based on nationality, ethnic group, 

race, family, village, class or gender, among others. I mention this because we cannot 

arrive at an alternative interpretation of הדר  without referring to that African sense of 

self, which is shaped by one’s relationships with other people and nature. Liberation 

hermeneutics therefore rejects the entrenched Eurocentric objectification of nature 

that sought to obliterate ontologies that did not reflect those of the West. The 

underlying claim I put forward is that the reading of הדר  ought to be different from the 



 140 
Western interpretation of the idea of human mastery (dominium terrae) and the violent, 

masculine and anthropocentric notion of being above the non-human world.  

 

I strongly suggest that at the heart of the logic of social location, there should be more 

than just listing autobiographical and geographical naming or listing identities of the 

Bible reader but a more substantial noting of an existential location of the Bible reader 

and not an artificial tick-box disclaimer exercise as Alcoff (1991:25) would argue. In 

particular, the social analysis should identify realities of social injustice and exploitative 

economic structures that produce poverty. Hence, African Biblical Hermeneutics is 

inseparable from the community out of which it arises. According to Tutu (2004:25): 

 
A person is a person through other persons. None of us comes into the world fully 
formed. We would not know how to think, or walk, or speak, or behave as human 
beings unless we learned it from other human beings. We need other human beings 
in order to be human.  

 

This relationship with others and with nature is encapsulated in restorative justice and 

a community-centric ethos. Therefore, an understanding of social location ought to 

begin with the premise that “I am” only because “we are” living the everyday 

experience of what it means to live in Africa. My main concern here is to be aware of 

and guard carefully against falling back into these definitions of social location that are 

driven by the rampant individualism that is so pervasive in Eurocentric hegemony. Left 

unguarded, the logic of the missionary-colonial enterprise becomes so pervasive that 

it can be easily re-appropriated and perpetuated by African scholarship itself. 

 

Although the idea of social location maybe self-explanatory, there have been many 

attempts to define it. Tolbert (1995:311) suggests that “social location includes gender, 

class, race, ethnicity, history, health status, weight, height, and how these categories 

are valued by a particular society.” All these different factors indicate that there is 

diversity in the description of social location. According to Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] (2018:3), context could be socio-political, cultural, economic, religious, 

gendered and environmental. The concept of ‘human surroundings’ resonates well 

with me in terms of defining ‘context’ and here I include the entire heterogeneous 

make-up of the human environment as well as cultural plurality with its opportunities 

and constraints. Snyman (2011:466) affirms that, “After all, reading a text involves 



 141 
one’s own entire ‘being human’: education, political views, economic status, religious 

views, social standing, age, gender, sexuality, geographical context and scientific 

worldview.”  

 

In the tradition of liberation theology, social location is understood vigorously and 

vividly as a theoretical tool of analysis (Croatto 1995; Soares-Prabhu 1991). It is 

precipitated by challenging the Western academic myth that the Bible could be studied 

from a neutral, objective and scientific position. Dube (2003) has developed (using 

Tolbert’s social location factors) a powerful “social location theory” and applies that in 

the most practical manner in her teaching of biblical hermeneutics. According to West 

(1999a:28) “…readers also bring a particular ‘self’ to the text shaped by a variety of 

factors such as: race, ethnicity, gender, class, religious affiliation, socio-economic 

standing, education and sexual orientation.” Others include personal, social and 

financial vulnerabilities in the identification of social location. Segovia (2006:33) 

presents a more composite description of how various interpretive variables relate:  

 
The task of interpretation is viewed in terms of the application of different reading 
strategies and theoretical models – whether produced or borrowed – by different real 
readers in different ways, at different times, and with different results (different 
readings and interpretations) in the light of their different and highly complex 
situations and perspectives.  

 

Why is the African context/social location such a critical variable in the interpretive 

process and how does it impact on hermeneutics? It is my opinion that the answer lies 

in acknowledging the impact of social location on people. I take a cue from Dube 

(2003), who argues that the factors that constitute social location are either 

empowering or disempowering. Social location is critical for African Biblical 

Hermeneutics because it equips the African reader with a theoretical tool that 

appreciates his/her social realities. With social location, Africans can talk about 

themselves, their relationships, their shared existential wishes and concerns, worship 

in their own way and dance to their own music.  

 

Social location is an empowerment prism through which an African can read and 

interpret the Bible, analyse socio-political and cultural power dynamics and identify 

oppressive situations embedded in the traditional institutions and practices of 
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masculinity and patriarchy, etcetera. Although there might be some ambiguities in 

terms of the factors that constitute it, social context remains a powerful interpretive 

construct in “critiquing dominant narratives that are oppressive and dismissive of 

silenced particularities” (Theocharous 2016:13). The strategic recognition of the 

African context in the hermeneutical process should be understood as a reactive-

proactive response to the fallout of the legacies of colonialism, cultural imperialism, 

global capitalism and apartheid (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & Ngwa 2018:1). In 

particular, the use of African social location in the interpretive process serves to correct 

and reconstruct a biased Western hegemony that anathematised everything about 

African experiences, epistemologies, worldviews and cultures (Dube 1997; Manus 

2003; Mofokeng 1987). For example, both Draper (2001; 2015) and West (2018) 

advocate for a Tri-polar model or approach in their interpretive process.  

 

African Biblical Hermeneutics holds that the vantage point of social location as a 

variable analytic tool is that the potential for meaning of biblical texts is inexhaustible 

and is forever expanded and made relevant by every re-reading of a text. What should 

be noted is that there is no non-contextual reading of the Bible because, as discussed 

earlier, every Bible interpreter is informed by experiences from their specific religious, 

social and economic contexts. African biblical interpretation is contextual (West 

2006:317-323) because according to Adamo (2015a:33), “to talk of uniform, 

unconditional, universal, and absolute interpretation or hermeneutics is unrealistic.” 
 

Ramose (2005:151) states that: “My place and space within a particular time are 

contemporaneously the inscription and description of my identity.” In short, 

“interpreting from my place of existence” and not from some universal truths, 

metanarratives or dogmatic templates of Western Christianity is incarnational. Sinn 

(2017:10) explains:  
 

This implies that reading and interpreting sacred texts is not simply a matter of 
intellectually reconstructing the content of a text nor an act of immersing oneself into 
a pre-existent tradition, but a reading that effects change by opening up new 
possibilities of knowing God and oneself and of being in the world. 

 

In the greater part of the history of biblical interpretation, Western biblical criticism set 

itself as a universal template for defining Christianity, human history and destiny. 
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Subsequently, it is faced with a crisis because it is confronted with its inherent fallacies 

and vestiges of the missionary enterprise, colonialism and imperialism. “Interpreting 

from my place of existence” creates an epistemological crisis of legitimation of 

Western biblical hermeneutics. To demonstrate the criticality of social location as locus 

of meaning and its intrinsic connection with hermeneutics, Dube (2003:102) asserts 

that: 

 
People are socially located and socially constructed into a number of relationships 
that empower or disempower them: within the family, church, workplace, government 
and international class. Social location includes gender, class, race, ethnicity, 
history, health status, weight, height, and how these categories are valued by a 
particular society. 

 

One of the foundational contours or features of all trajectories of African Biblical 

Hermeneutics is the concept of “context,” “social location” or “social reality” of the 

reader. Social location as a theoretical tool of analysis in biblical interpretation can be 

traced to Latin American liberation theology (Boff & Boff 1989; Gutierrez 1973). 

Recently, scholars began to pay attention to the social location of Bible readers and 

its impact on hermeneutics (Bauer 2016; Fawcet 1994; Frostin 1988). In this regard, I 

must highlight Fernando Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert’s 1995 volume, “Reading from 

this Place: Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in Global Perspective,” which 

has had a profound influence on biblical studies. The authors state that:  

 
The project represents an attempt, in the light of the emerging sociocultural pluralism and 
globalization in the theological world in general and biblical interpretation in particular, to 
address in a systematic and sustained fashion such fundamental issues as the role of the 
reader in biblical criticism, the complex relationship between the task of interpretation and the 
social location of the interpreter, and the consequences of such discussions for the future of 
biblical pedagogy and theological education (Segovia & Tolbert 1995: xlviii). 

 

Scholars realise that biblical stories may have different meanings for people from 

different social locations. For example, in the South African context, the same biblical 

story may have different meanings to a white farm-owner and black farm workers. 

Similarly, a biblical text may mean something different to women than it does to men 

(Dube 1999; Masenya 1997). The text may mean something different to people with 

economic and political power than it does to those who are poor, oppressed and 

powerless and so forth. People in different contexts will notice nuances, connotations, 

emphasis and details in the biblical story that others with a different social location 
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may not notice. Segovia (2000:47) warns that Bible readers may no longer be “seen 

as…neutral or impartial but as inextricably positioned within their own different and 

complex social location.” 

 

In my opinion and without any doubt, socio-political, cultural and economic context is 

the “trading currency” of African Biblical Hermeneutics. Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 

and Ramantswana (2015) passionately state: 

 
The African continent is our home, our dwelling place. Africa is our home not by 
choice, but by divine providence. The place in which we are, the one to which we 
belong, is the place from which we read. For us, Africa is the place from which we 
read and engage with the Bible. Reading from this place implies an acceptance of 
our socio-historic situatedness. 

 

According to African liberation hermeneutics and post-colonial analysis, the locus for 

authentic and legitimate hermeneutics is the social location of the African Bible reader. 

Without it, biblical interpretation remains irrelevant and homeless. The strategic pursuit 

to decentre the text radically challenges the historical preoccupations of historical 

criticism. I must hasten to add that it is not just any context that matters; it is specifically 

the context of the poor and the marginalised. African Biblical Hermeneutics agrees 

with the general observation that individuals’ social location profoundly affects who 

they are, their self-perception and how they relate to others.  

 

The life of every South African is shaped by a myriad of factors including the direct or 

indirect experience of apartheid. Each would have been brought up in a particular 

South African culture and would have had various experiences that shape his/her 

perspective of reality and affect his/her way of life and relationships. Mbeki has this to 

say about the post-apartheid dream: “I don’t think that there is a South African dream. 

I think there are different South African dreams; different dreams for different groups, 

classes and ethnic groups” (as quoted by Hunt & Lascaris 1998:13). I therefore cannot 

overemphasise the diversity of experiences, hopes and particularities that exist in the 

post-apartheid social context. It goes to show that what may be an innocent reading 

of the Bible in one context may be considered highly insensitive in another and this is 

typically a South African phenomenon. Adamo’s (2001b:1) confirms that, “A casual 

glance at the history of hermeneutics will reveal that there has never been an 
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interpretation that has been without reference to or dependent on a particular cultural 

code, thought patterns, or social location of the interpreter.” 

 

Ramantswana (2016:180) also shows that, “Social location is now recognised as an 

important hermeneutical tool in the reading of biblical texts.” This is contrary to the 

experience of the missionary enterprise, which had forbidden the African people to 

read and interpret the Bible using their history, indigenous knowledge, culture and 

socio-political experiences. By acknowledging social location as a necessary 

interpretive variable, the South African Old Testament scholarship can be more 

mindful and intentional about involving as many perspectives as possible. Snyman 

(2005:35) also recognises that individuals cannot be detached from their environment:  

 
There are people who once were victimised, now use their historical suffering as a 
certificate of legitimacy to stop hiding their ethnicities or gender in order to awaken 
and nourish their wounded identities. After all, they are the voices that have once 
been excluded by mainstream theology.   

 

The concept of “context” or “social location” in the South African Old Testament 

scholarship remains highly charged with historical, ideological, racial and body-

politics. One’s social location includes history, daily existence, one’s transmitted and 

developed cultural beliefs and practices, power and experiences of privilege (or lack 

thereof), etcetera. In my opinion, this will remain so because South Africa remains a 

divided nation, racially and economically.  

 

The different black and white contexts in South Africa reveal the paradox of socio-

economic realities, which are bound to affect any hermeneutical conversation on 

social location. According to Lategan (1990:2), “These debates are indicative of 

different contexts. The way in which they are isolated and intertwined at the same 

time, represents both the tragic and the fascinating aspect of South African society.”  

This is the real world of a divided nation and divided economy as observed by Hunt 

and Lascaris (1998). Jonker (2005:639) proposes that “a diversity of contextual 

perspectives should be brought together in a communal approach to biblical 

interpretation in (South) Africa.” Should South Africa then strive for a single social 

context or should it be accepted that there will always be multidimensional (and even 

conflicting) socio-political realities?  
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4.4 ETHICAL AND ACCOUNTABLE BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

 

While being confronted with post-apartheid unequal distribution of economic benefits, 

pressing concerns such as poverty and unemployment among Black people remain 

distinguishing characteristics of the post-apartheid social realities. I contend that in 

order to fashion a hermeneutical position that addresses post-apartheid problems of 

social injustice and economic inequalities, one must address the ethics of biblical 

interpretation. This involves assessing the moral failings of the democratic 

dispensation. In view of the far-reaching political implications of this situation, an 

ethical and accountable biblical interpretation of הדר  is required. I contend also that in 

order to seek an alternative meaning of הדר  within the ethical and accountability space, 

we must move away from the Eurocentric singular hermeneutical scheme of reference 

for making sense of the whole world. Obviating the broader debate on the 

understanding of ethical and accountable biblical interpretation, this section focuses 

on the second most important credential of African Biblical Hermeneutics, which is that 

the value of African Biblical Hermeneutics should not be an end in itself but have 

impact on society in its various dimensions (Ukpong 2001:147). Hence, I intend to 

bring into sharper focus the role of ethical and accountable hermeneutics in this study.  

 

It is indeed problematic that liberation hermeneutics has been critiqued heavily for its 

silence on and neglect of ethics and accountability in the mainstream debate in the 

post-apartheid era. Nonetheless, any exercise in African Biblical Hermeneutics is 

there to serve a genuine concern, which is socio-economic justice and transforming 

African lives positively (Adamo 2015a & b; Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] & 

Ramantswana 2012; Mbuvi 2017). In the case of this study, the interpretation of הדר  
should not leave space for neutrality or an apolitical stance in advocating for socio-

economic justice. The current thrust of Western biblical scholarship interprets הדר  as 

stewardship to address ecological disasters of global warning. However, there is a 

growing awareness that stewardship interpretation excludes issues of socio-economic 

justice (Boff 1995a;1997) that have come because of colonialism.  

 



 147 
As we discuss ethical and accountable biblical interpretation in this sub-section, we 

also turn an introspective spotlight on African liberation hermeneutics itself. As things 

stands now in South Africa, liberation hermeneutics stands accused because it “is 

silent in socio-political landscape. It fails to fight impatiently in matters of morality, 

human rights abuse, poverty escalation, gender-based abuse, the excessive 

realpolitik as it contends with vox populi on the grassroots” (Resane 2018:12). 

 

To corroborate Resane’s observation above, the substantiative core of this discourse 

is to move away from the so-called objective, unbiased and apolitical biblical 

interpretation in order to reconstruct rationally the intrinsic value of ethical and 

accountable interpretation within the paradox of the social realities of post-apartheid 

South Africa. I immediately recognise the magnitude of this subject and its many 

nuances. South African Old Testament interpretation must decolonise the logic of the 

missionary-colonial enterprise. What it means to interpret the Bible ethically is a 

complex subject that in fact has attracted scholarly interest all over the world. Although 

this study cannot address the issue extensively, I share the general optimism about 

the idea of public responsibility in biblical interpretation (Patte 1995; Schüssler-

Fiorenza 1988). Time and space do not allow a comprehensive discussion here.  

 

However, I will make a few remarks that will have to suffice here. My premise is that 

within the broader post-apartheid social location, Old Testament scholarship cannot 

afford to ignore its obligations of ethical and accountable interpretation. What does 

that mean? I cite from De la Torre (2015:122), who writes from a Hispanic context: 

 
When a reading of the Bible ignores how disenfranchised groups are denied access 
to opportunities, or when the Bible is read to rationalize the riches of the Center while 
disregarding the plight of the poor, or when reading the Bible vindicates the 
relegation of women, queer folk, and racial and ethnic minorities to second-class, 
then such interpretations cease to be biblically based. Only those interpretations that 
empower all elements of humanity, offering abundant life in the here and now, as 
opposed to just the hereafter, are biblically sound.  

 

De la Torre’s poignant submission above resonates with the many scholars, who have 

come to recognise De la Torre’s view as the task of African Biblical Hermeneutics. 

West (2016:57) sets the stage in the broadest terms by his endorsement of 

accountable African biblical scholarship thus: “Doing this responsibly requires African 



 148 
biblical scholarship to be responsible to the post-colonial and tri-polar realities of 

African biblical scholarship.” For Schüssler-Fiorenza (1988:5-6), ethical and 

accountable biblical interpretation is “concerned with scholarly responsibility and 

accountability as integral to biblical studies; and the ethics of interpretation aims to 

overcome the dichotomy between engaged and scientific scholarship.”   

 

South African biblical interpretation not only has the moral and political remit to 

confront generic post-colonial challenges, but it also must address specific and 

peculiar post-apartheid sensibilities of socio-economic justice. The all-important task 

is to engage with the vestiges of the post-apartheid era and serve a greater purpose, 

which is the well-being of the poor and the marginalised. In my opinion, that task is the 

apex of ethical and accountable biblical interpretation – its motivation is located at the 

crossroad of the entanglement of colonialism with post-liberation (West 2016a). South 

Africa, in particular, learnt the hard way when it allowed biblical interpretation to be 

abused to justify the horrific political regime of apartheid as well as promote the so-

called objective, unbiased, apolitical scholarship. Segovia (2000:31) notes that 

“objectivity and impartiality were cover terms for Europeanization, given the thoroughly 

Eurocentric contours and orientation of the discipline.” Now, the litmus test of ethical 

and accountable biblical interpretation must involve some critical commitment, that is, 

Old Testament scholarship must serve the purpose of locating the voice of the African 

other and restoring social justice and economic equity.  

 

Ethical and accountable biblical interpretation is a discourse that raises uncomfortable 

issues of representation, authenticity and integrity of Old Testament scholarship (West 

1993). Anxiety precipitates South African biblical scholarship as more often than not 

there are competing conceptions of the meaning of ethical and accountable biblical 

interpretation. At the root of this existential anxiety is the historical androcentric 

character of Old Testament scholarship and political legacy issues of oppression, 

racism and economics. Thus, ethical and accountable biblical hermeneutics in the 

South African context could be described as a “revolutionary commitment” because 

its destiny is the transformation of the predicament of the oppressive socio-economic 

reality of the marginalised. 
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While traditional Western hermeneutics dealt with questions of scientific ethos, 

canonicity, inerrancy and apolitical, objective and scientific value-neutrality of 

interpretation, questions of socio-political and cultural relevance are African biblical 

studies’ hallmark for responsible and ethical biblical interpretation – whose 

interpretation is it anyhow and how does it gain its legitimacy? A continuous search 

for ethical biblical interpretation will always be the upside of African liberation 

hermeneutics in its endeavour to be relevant within the South African post-apartheid 

situation. 

 

A pertinent question today and asked in the broadest terms is what kind of ethical and 

accountable socio-political and economic responsibilities would make Old Testament 

scholarship liberational, post-colonial and transformative in the post-apartheid era? I 

hasten to say that the measure is the extent to which Old Testament scholarship in 

South Africa is deliberate and conscious of its post-apartheid public responsibility and 

of the socio-political consequences (praxis) of its biblical studies.  

 

Schüssler-Fiorenza (1988:9) asserts that ethics shapes scholarly behaviour and 

attitudes. In this regard, South Africa contains a variety of ethical systems and 

ideological values, which drive a wide spectrum of contemporary discourses within 

various communities and interest groups (Lategan 1990:1). For purposes of this study 

and in the current climate of South African Old Testament scholarship, ethical and 

accountable biblical interpretation includes the task of challenging the Western cultural 

and intellectual assumptions of value-neutrality, apolitical, disinterested and 

dispassionate biblical interpretation. There is an obligation to understand the world 

from the perspective of the poor and the marginalised. In other words, ethical biblical 

interpretation shifts the geography of reasoning and relates to its place of origin, which 

is the periphery of the world-system of biblical interpretation. Within the framework of 

ethical considerations, such interpretation decentres Western hegemony and with its 

acute awareness of prevailing social and economic injustice in the post-apartheid 

context, the centrality of black suffering is a non-imperial hermeneutical tool. 

 

Current scholarly debates in South African biblical studies do engage with the post-

apartheid social realities. In a way, this invites Old Testament scholars to “come clean” 
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about their hermeneutical stance. South African white biblical scholarship must be 

prepared to decentre its dominant scientist ethos, beliefs and attitudes in response to 

the changed and changing post-apartheid South Africa. A plea for socio-political and 

responsible hermeneutics is not far-fetched in the post-apartheid biblical studies, as 

West (2016) already demonstrates. However, some ethical issues remain despite the 

variety of discourses because South African biblical scholarship has not completely 

emerged from the ashes of Western hermeneutics. South Africa transitioned from a 

society based on racial discrimination to a democratic state. However, multiple (and 

even conflicting) socio-political and economic vestiges created strategically by 

colonialism and apartheid regime are still in place. The transition into a democratic 

dispensation formally ended the ethos that legitimised apartheid and “stimulated an 

epistemological transformation” (Snyman 2013:1) but it did not necessarily transform 

the ethos of the claimed objective scientific reading or value-neutral interpretation of 

the Bible nor the disinterested and apolitical hermeneutics. 

 

If there was a documented history of the ethics of Old Testament interpretation in 

South Africa, it would probably have three large categories of ethical postures namely 

the ethos that guided and provided for the biblical justification of the apartheid regime; 

an ethos of objective scientism and value-neutrality and lastly, disinterested and 

apolitical hermeneutics. African Biblical Studies has made a fundamental shift in the 

biblical study discourse in ways that one could never have fathomed, and it became a 

source of optimism with its resolve to reject these three ethical postures (Adamo 

2015b; Mbuvi 2017; West 2018). 

 

If we are dealing with such complexity of the post-apartheid social location, the ethics 

of interpretation inherently becomes paradigmatically a critical aspect of post-

apartheid hermeneutics. One may ask: whose post-apartheid context is the primary 

reference? Who can authentically or legitimately claim to define the social realities of 

Black people? Who can read the Bible and speak on behalf of poor and the 

marginalised Black people with integrity? These are ethical questions about the South 

African situatedness of the reader-interpreter, which create an ethical conundrum for 

any committed or engaged Old Testament scholar. I affirm that in the vocabulary of 

South African liberation struggle, a “committed” or “engaged” scholar would be 
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sympathetic to the plight of the poor, oppressed and marginalised. In his/her academic 

pursuit, such a scholar would use his/her intellectual tools of contextual hermeneutics 

to confront poverty, economic disparities, white privilege, patriarchy and all other forms 

of exclusion. He/she has an ethical obligation to engage in biblical studies with 

transformational and liberational outcomes. 

 

In my opinion, to continue to give hermeneutical privilege to the poor and the 

marginalised in the post-apartheid era is more than a philosophical conviction, it is an 

ethical commitment and in the words of (Schüssler-Fiorenza 1988:14), it is about 

“ethics of accountability.” Thus, I disagree with Botha (1992:177) who warns that the 

exclusive interest in apartheid and poverty would be ethically irresponsible. It is 

existentially implausible to accept Botha’s argument because of its apolitical 

detachment, presupposition-free and scientific value-neutral posture. In fact, 

endorsing his view amounts to denying the socio-political ramifications of the system 

of apartheid. 

 

The effects of colonialism and apartheid must be subjected to public theological 

scrutiny. It is important, to my mind, to realise that ethical and accountable post-

apartheid hermeneutics cannot be defined outside of pertinent issues of social 

injustice, poverty, exclusion and economic inequality. Issues of representation, 

particularity, authenticity, legitimacy and integrity are about ethics of post-apartheid 

hermeneutics and need to be debated accordingly among South African Old 

Testament scholars. Unfortunately, these issues find expression in some isolated 

literary conversations among a few scholars. For example, Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] (2002:4) actively critiques dominant narratives of fellow white South 

Africans in this regard:  

 
To those white South African scholars who ‘correctly’ want to claim to be ‘African’ all 
of a sudden because they argue that they were born and bred on the African 
continent, we ask this important question: when did these white South Africans 
become aware that they were born in Africa? If they are Africans, how seriously do 
they take the African context(s) in their scholarship?  

 

Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] makes a valid point in her criticism of her fellow white 

colleagues because the end of apartheid and ushering of the democratic dispensation 
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did not automatically change their orientation of Old Testament studies and the 

hermeneutics thereof. Further, certain representations of the post-apartheid may be 

misleading and in fact perpetuating the very faulty ideologies of white people’s self-

preservation which also protect white privilege.22 In the previous chapter, I reflected on 

how some scholars (for example, Snyman) seriously take on their own context 

regarding white issues of social identity and privilege yet avoid engaging Black 

people’s issues of social injustice, racism and economic inequalities. Instead of 

helping to level the playing ground between the black social reality and white privilege, 

the context of white social identity continues to enjoy more privilege in the post-

apartheid. Matthews (2015:112) observes that: 

 
The end of apartheid predictably caused something of an identity crisis for white 
South Africans. The sense of uncertainty about what it means to be white has led to 
much public debate about whiteness in South Africa, as well as a growing body of 
literature on whites in post-apartheid South Africa.  

 

Taylor (2004:229) argues that the concept "whiteness" or "White" refers to "a social 

location of structural privilege in the right kind of racialised society.” Flagg (2005:2) 

also argues that Whiteness “generates a distinct cultural narrative, controls the racial 

distribution of opportunities and resources, and frames the way in which that 

distribution is interpreted.” Albeit with innocent motive, Snyman and others flood the 

Old Testament studies with articles and books in order to define, influence and 

communicate what they deem to be the post-apartheid social reality and narrative. In 

fact, Bosman (2013) warns: “To my mind, we must be aware of, but steer clear of, 

introspective White middle-class guilt (the knee-jerk petit bourgeoisie reaction that is 

more focused on self-preservation than in making changes for the greater good of all 

concerned).” 

 

 
22 In explaining the concept of “white privilege,” one must refer to the legacy of apartheid and how its 
policies of segregation have contributed to glaring divides and inequalities between those who have 
(White minority) and those who do not (Black African, Indian and Coloured majority). These inequalities 
extend to all parts of Black life in the post-apartheid South Africa. Despite the political transformation, 
White people in South Africa continue to enjoy unearned privileges	accrued by their whiteness and 
social location that give them better life chances, while the social location of Black people make them 
poor and marginalised. For more on the issue of whiteness and privilege, see Steyn, M 2001. Whiteness 
just isn't what it used to be: White identity in the new South Africa. Albany, NY: State University of New 
York Press. 
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In response to this ethical conundrum, West (2016:56; 2018:259) consistently refers 

to “contextual accountability” and dedicates a whole article to describing the “vocation 

of the African biblical scholar” (West 2006). I understand Jonker’s (2005:639) attempt 

to introduce “contextual integrity” through his multidimensional and inter-contextuality 

approach. Unfortunately, the reality is that some contexts such as the subtle resistance 

to transformation and conservative biblical scholarship as well as the continuance of 

the status quo of white privilege in the post-apartheid era are not compatible with the 

orientation of African Biblical Hermeneutics (West 2006:311).  

 

Snyman (2003:14) who weighs in on the debate from the perspective of “colonial 

remnant or apartheid's perpetrator culture,” questions the concept of “conceptual 

authenticity” as defined by Mugambi and likens it to the apartheid philosophy of 

“separate development.” In response to Snyman (2002b; 2003), Mugambi (2003:12) 

maintains that these white male South African scholars are “… interested in the power 

to name and describe ‘the other’.” The problem with tackling Western hegemony in 

South African biblical scholarship is that it seems conceptually hard for some white 

compatriots to unlearn it. The reason is that Old Testament interpretation has been 

framed almost entirely from a Western perspective and that is what they are familiar 

with. 

 

In my opinion, it is important then to see Western hegemony in biblical studies as 

something more than the overt, blatant discrimination one has witnessed during the 

apartheid regime as well as a sneaky and invisible yet powerful and knowledge-shifting 

monster that can fool even the best intentioned among us. I fully appreciate that 

Snyman and Jonker are serving interests of white community and they strive to be 

sensitive to post-apartheid questions affecting the white community. However, one 

must be cautious that the issues of authenticity and representation are not about 

defensively proclaiming, “But I’m not racist!” or “colonial remnant or apartheid's 

perpetrator culture.” It’s about understanding how the system of biblical knowledge 

production in the post-apartheid era functions in order to maintain its traditional status 

quo, unconsciously and subtly suppressing some emerging perspectives and voices 

in order to preserve either ecclesiastical, missiological and dogmatic interests and/or 

their own socio-political concerns. The litmus test is clear and well defined. The long-
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term viability and sustainability of Old Testament studies in the South African academy 

is premised on its ethical and accountable hermeneutics. There is a public expectation 

for Old Testament studies to address contemporary issues affecting ordinary Black 

South Africans.  

 

In sum, Patte (1995:115) speaks of “accountable” and “responsible” hermeneutics 

noting that a biblical scholar “does not only have a responsibility towards critical 

scholarship but is also accountable towards people that might be affected by his/her 

work.” It seems that, to some degree, the South African Old Testament discourse on 

ethical and accountable biblical interpretation is characterised by competing 

conceptions of meaning and respective interpretive interests. On the one extreme is 

the conservative sentiment that still wants to promote objectivity, unbiased, impartial, 

disinterested and neutral hermeneutics and rigorously defend historical-criticism in its 

traditional form. Then, there are those who may have migrated their hermeneutics 

from a conservative stance to what I would call hermeneutical particularity (dealing 

mainly with white-related issues and concerns of identity); lastly and on the other 

extreme, are those who advocate for African Biblical Hermeneutics with its various 

trajectories.  

 

Clearly these broad hermeneutical positions reflect the various understandings of 

ethical and accountable biblical interpretation. However, having said that, the 

challenge is about the alternative to the logic (so-called Western worldview or 

hegemony) of the missionary-colonial enterprise or, put differently, how could we 

generate a decolonised meaning of הדר  that does not fortify the same missionary-

colonial thought system and logic it purports to overcome? 

 

4.5 OPTIC OF THE PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR AND THE 

MARGINALISED 

 

Do post-apartheid social realities justify a reflection on this important optic of liberation 

hermeneutics – the preferential option for the poor and the marginalised? In my 

opinion, its justification warrants some scrutiny. Although it is true that political freedom 

has been achieved and a new democratic dispensation installed in South Africa, there 
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is justification to critique the new dispensation in light of its responsibility to the poor 

and the marginalised. An exercise in the application of liberation hermeneutics to the 

reading of הדר  is to rediscover and reconnect the intimate relationship between the 

poor and biblical interpretation. I argue that claiming this connection or link maintains 

the relevance of liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era. 

 

The preferential option for the poor is a major distinguishing feature and rationale of 

liberation hermeneutics (Gutiérrez 1973). According to Buffel (2015:349), “this 

controversial phrase should still be a major issue in Africa, and particularly in South 

Africa given the untold suffering and dehumanisation of millions as a result of the 

widespread poverty.” In the review of literature on African Biblical Hermeneutics, 

Adamo (2015a) lists various connotations of the same concept used across all 

expressions of African scholarship namely ‘reading with the Ordinary readers,’ 

‘reading with the community’, ‘reading with African eyes,’ reading with ‘residual 

illiterate people,’ ‘real contextual readers,’ ‘spontaneous and sub-conscious readers’ 

and ‘collaborative and interactive’ readers. 

 

The preferential option for the poor is where social location and ethical/accountable 

hermeneutics find purpose and meaning. Without this optic, liberation hermeneutics 

would be like a body without a soul. I propose that the soul of liberation hermeneutics 

be seen in the agency of the poor and the marginalised, which has been denied and 

undermined rather than invigorated. Therefore, identifying the social location, ethical 

and accountable hermeneutics and the reading of הדר  must all crystallise around 

prioritising the wellbeing and agency of the poor.  

 

If the prefix ‘post’ in the title of this study signals both the end of an era as well as a 

way of thinking and the birth of new possibilities, dreams and challenges, what has 

really ended? Are the poor and the marginalised still with us in the post-apartheid era? 

Let the growing black middle class not be celebrated as a measure of economic 

emancipation among black Africans as suggested by Chimhanda (2010:447). Thus, I 

would like to situate the “preferential option for the poor,” as an axial point of liberation 

hermeneutics and against the background of a bigger picture of the history of 

apartheid. It needs to be emphasised that historically, South Africa is greatly diverse 
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and racially divided even in the post-apartheid era wherein blackness still represents 

poverty and whiteness represents privilege, racial supremacy and economic power. 

The diversity transpired out of the differences that were deliberately defined, legalised 

and institutionalised by the apartheid regime in order to service its racially biased 

practices of segregation. In a country with such a history of violent differences and 

divisions, one cannot expect every member of society to experience the same social 

reality.  

 

The “preferential option for the poor” as an ethical principle to seek social justice and 

economic equity is well documented in the South African theological academy as more 

than just a hermeneutical cosmetic (Boesak 1976; Buffel 2010; Maimela 1990; Nolan 

1988; Villa-Vicencio 1992). It is this consciousness that is often overlooked or less 

pronounced in some post-apartheid conversations because of the political 

transformation that occurred in 1994. Suffice to mention that the “preferential option 

for the poor” remains a major signature feature of all trajectories of African liberation 

hermeneutics.  

 

There are many different understandings and experiences in the post-apartheid social 

location. Consequently, it is to be expected that there shall be many different readings 

of the Bible (gender-based reading, white identity and privilege perspectives, etc.). 

The “preferential option for the poor” in African liberation hermeneutics emanates from 

the idea of the poor and their social reality as the interlocutors of biblical interpretation 

(Maimela & Konig 1998). According to West (2010b:163), “it is also an epistemological 

commitment, requiring an interpretive starting point within the social analysis of the 

poor themselves.” While the “preferential option for the poor” was regarded as the new 

way of constructing theology in the early 1970s (Gutierrez 1973:15), it has since 

become a normative framework in liberation hermeneutics.  

 

The post-apartheid social location must be critiqued from this normative framework 

particularly when it fails to deliver the socio-economic liberation hoped for by the poor 

and the marginalised. Therefore, the act of seeking an alternative meaning of הדר  “…is 

a matter of life and death, freedom and domination” (Gorhulho 1993:124). The 

“preferential option for the poor” and the post-apartheid social location must speak to 
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each other in a dynamic way because they forge into the locus of the interpretative 

process. Whereas Bosch (1991:436) argues that “space must be created for the 

voiceless to make their own voices heard,” Buffel (2015) correctly affirms that: 

 
Although South Africa has made some progress in other areas since the political 
liberation of 1994, there are still millions of South Africans who are daily 
dehumanised by the prevalent poverty in the country… The situation in South Africa 
and elsewhere in Africa necessitates the "preferential option of the poor" which has 
been advocated by the liberation theologians.  

 

Operating within the broader task of Old Testament studies, African liberation 

hermeneutics is necessitated by the social reality of prevalent socio-economic and 

political problems of Black people in the post-apartheid era.  

 

My personal commitment to the hermeneutical stance of the “preferential option for the 

poor” is therefore not an exaggeration. For the cause of the poor and the marginalised 

to be advanced, the optic remains a necessary yardstick for African Biblical 

Hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era. The plight of poor and the marginalised is the 

very reason for liberation hermeneutics in the first instance. It remains a post-apartheid 

issue and therefore also the point of departure for this study.  

 

Thus, it is important to reflect (in a limited manner) on the discourse of the validity and 

relevance of liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era in order to set the 

context for the rest of this study. To question the validity and relevance of liberation 

hermeneutics in the post-apartheid era, one will have to invalidate its core credentials. 

Moreover, as I have proposed, the three core credentials discussed in the preceding 

sub-sections form the requisite normative framework of liberation hermeneutics. A 

hypothesis I would like to frame on this observation would be that the silence of 

liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid context does not necessarily point to its 

inherent deficiency. Without claiming any universality and rejection of other 

hermeneutical approaches, these core credentials are fundamentally constitutive and 

remain relevant in all expressions of African Biblical Hermeneutics.  
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4.6 POST-APARTHEID SOCIAL LOCATION AND VESTIGES OF APARTHEID 

 

Inherent in the title of this sub-heading is its link to complexities of vestiges or traces 

of missionary-colonial enterprise (empire).23 The construct of empire carries the image 

of an unequal relationship, whereby there is dominance and suppression of those 

perceived to be weak. In the context of South Africa, the term “apartheid regime” would 

sound more familiar and more acceptable than “empire.” This is a reminder that one 

cannot define the post-apartheid social location without acknowledging that the 

dominant cultural force and frame of reference remain largely embedded in the 

vestiges of the apartheid. In other words, African Biblical Hermeneutics, in its attempt 

to decentre Eurocentric hegemony as the primary subject of biblical interpretation, 

must not counteract the coloniality of apartheid power and knowledge in a historical 

vacuum or construct itself around an empty space. In practice and as far as this study 

is concerned, this involves a strong commitment to delink and decentre Eurocentric 

criticism and to interpret the concept of הדר  from the wellbeing and agency of the poor 

and the marginalised. 

 

We live in an age full of innumerable variants of ‘post-ist’ politics. A simple search on 

the website Academia for the word “post-apartheid” yields several thousand results 

from a wide spectrum of academic attitudes and political interests. This suggests that 

the concept of “post-apartheid” is a real existential phenomenon whose nature and 

definition will always be contested and disputed. Which period is post-apartheid and 

whose post-apartheid context is meant amidst the plurality of experiences and 

existence in South Africa? It is easy to infer that the term post-apartheid refers to a 

period coming after apartheid. Such a description is simplistic, meaningless and 

problematic, to say the least, also cautioning us that the term cannot be applied 

indiscriminately because it can mean different things to different people. For example, 

 
23 There is a worldwide revival in the public and academic domains of the topic “Empire” and its politics. 
The topic has become central in many post-colonial studies and research agenda. The growing interest 
in the study of the vestiges or traces of the “empire” in post-colonial biblical studies is a very relevant 
development and an opportunity in which one can engage liberation hermeneutics. The consensus 
among African biblical scholars is that the epistemological setting of biblical studies remains imperial 
and depicts in its methodologies and approach. 
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for some, there is nothing ‘post’ about apartheid because the issues of economic 

representation, race and gender remain unresolved.   

 

It is a general observation that societies that have undergone systemic socio-political 

and economic change are characterised as “post”— for example, Germany after the 

collapse of the Berlin Wall, the end of the era of USSR and post-socialist. Fukuyama 

(1992) calls these the “end of history,” etcetera—to encapsulate the impact that the 

past still has on their functioning. That being the case, the prefix “post” can cause 

controversy and hermeneutical confusion. Sugirtharajah (1999: ix, x), citing Rey 

Chow, gives the meaning of the prefix as “having gone through,” “after” and “a notion 

of time which is not linear but constant, marked by events that may be technically 

finished but that can only be fully understood with the consideration of the devastation 

they left behind.” In historical-political terms, the prefix signifies separation and 

independence. 

 

The “post-apartheid social location” can be experienced as both a positive and 

negative construct. As a positive construct, it is the description of a new space, political 

decolonisation with new direction and possibilities, freedom and new consciousness, 

representing the after-effect of a long and traumatic struggle against the colonial and 

oppressive apartheid regime. Legally speaking, post-apartheid is about the 

establishment of the new state, a constitutional democratic government and the 

cessation of economic and cultural domination. From a different vantage point 

however, post-apartheid is also a negative construct depicting a far worse social reality 

than the hopes and gains of political liberation. Farisani (2017:14) lists its several 

challenges, which include poverty, unemployment, land, racism, corruption, 

patriarchy, rising unemployment, etcetera. I should add that both dimensions are 

important perspectives of any serious interpretation covering the complexity and the 

controversy of the post-apartheid social location. The two perspectives should not or 

cannot be separated; instead, they should be kept in a healthy tension in order to 

challenge the underlying perceptions of each. 

 

When did the post-apartheid context all begin? The era in question is that period 

following the official end of segregation and discrimination based on race in South 
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Africa in 1994. To understand the concept of post-apartheid, it is necessary to refer 

first and foremost to the political transition that took place. On 10 May 1994, South 

Africans witnessed the swearing in of Nelson Mandela as the first democratically 

elected president of the new dispensation. This was a historic day for all South 

Africans, particularly, for black South Africans. Many of the Black people who were 

present at the Union Buildings in Pretoria and millions of others who watched the event 

on national television would have never dreamed that, in their lifetime, one of their own 

would occupy the Union Building as the first black president of South Africa.  

 

The inauguration ceremony of Nelson Mandela was a completely new experience and 

a shift in paradigm for Black people. It was an important function in their history of 

liberation struggle because it legitimated the democratic dispensation. It began with 

the unbanning of the ANC in 1990, followed by Mandela’s release from prison on 11 

February 1990 and the first democratic elections held between 26 and 29 April 1994. 

The ANC landslide victory in the 1994 South African national elections confirmed and 

reflected a widespread popular mandate for urgent socio-economic change. A new 

Government of National Unity with Nelson Mandela at its head signalled a new, just 

and democratic social order, marked by social and economic justice. 

 

The event was more than a political act. Its multi dimensions and symbolism carried 

socio-economic and religious meaning. The inauguration was the climax of hopes and 

dreams of the black community. Instead of merely observing or participating from the 

periphery, for the first time in the history of modern South Africa, Black people were 

the epicentre and participated fully in the establishment of a democratic dispensation. 

The inauguration was to be recorded as a particular watershed moment in the South 

African history in which Black people participated in mass in a civic ceremony of such 

national importance. The formal end of apartheid was greeted with optimism and 

expectations.  

 

There is a risk of a myopic understanding of the term post-apartheid as denoting that 

apartheid has ended and the mentality of “let us forget about the past” because South 

Africa has entered a new era. This is a narrative told by some implicit whiteness-driven 

people in post-apartheid South Africa in order to maintain their continuous presence 
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of the “apartheid empire” and mask their economic power which continues to exploit 

Black people. This is often spoken about as if the apartheid regime had a clock that 

suddenly stopped. To demonstrate the presence of a more explicit white perspective 

reminiscent of the apartheid horizon, we can take for example an article written by PJ 

Buys entitled “The regenerating power of the gospel in dark Africa” (Die vernuwende 

krag van die evangelie in donker Afrika) (see Buys 2010:28-29). This article was 

published in Die Kerkblad, a publication of the traditionally white Reformed Churches 

of South Africa (Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid-Afrika). There are two important things 

to note about this article. First is the date of publication (published in the post-apartheid 

era) and second is the use of the adjective “dark” with reference to Africa, which 

conjures images of colonial Africa as a pagan, dark and lost continent portrayed by 

the missionary enterprise and imperialists. Snyman (2011:2) is correct with his 

evaluation of the article:  

 
How is it possible for such an article to be permitted publication in post-apartheid 
society? The title not only reveals the “whiteness” of the interpreter but also fails to 
take cognisance of the effect on the African reader and audience. Moreover, does 
the rhetoric of the article’s heading reveal the remnants of apartheid thinking slipping 
through the backdoor of “empire”, the new global form of sovereignty?  

 

Buy’s article sends a warning against any possible socio-political and theological 

naivety about the post-apartheid discourse situation. Could the “colonial empire” or 

“imperial master” be still at work in the post-apartheid South Africa? There remains a 

strong residue of racial supremacy, subordination and institutional racism in some of 

the traditional white communities. What Quijano (2007:169) says about the systematic 

repression of colonialism could be attributed also to the demise of apartheid:  

 
It remained and progressed over the modes of knowing, of producing knowledge, of 
producing perspectives, images and systems of images, symbols, modes of 
signification, over the resources, patterns, and instruments of formalized and 
objectivised expression, intellectual or visual. 

 

I reckon that the best barometer to define the “post-apartheid social location” beyond 

the historic and political event of 1994 is to consider socio-economic realities of 

poverty, racism, economic inequalities and high unemployment, which affect mostly 

Black people (and Black women being the worst hit) living in townships and in informal 

and rural areas (Buffel 2017:8). These circumstances are a combination of what I 
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affirm as the vestiges of the racist logic of colonialism and the apartheid regime 

(Ndungane 2003:20). 

 

Although there was a sense of hope and finality with the end of apartheid, the post-

apartheid social reality continues to be shaped by the legacies of apartheid. Thus, the 

post-apartheid social reality is a composite of historical poverty and racism on one 

hand and the cumulative failure of the presence of an irresponsible government of the 

African National Congress to deliver on liberation hopes and promises, on the other 

hand.  

 

Undoubtedly South Africa’s transition from apartheid to majority rule was welcomed 

with enormous enthusiasm by all across the board because of the triumph of 

successful peaceful negotiations and democracy over violence. However, it is 

important to reiterate that the transition was not like a clinical cut-off from the many 

years of white racist authoritarianism, economic inequalities, social injustice and 

poverty. In fact, Snyman (2005:606) warns that “post-apartheid South Africa did not 

mean the end of race in discourse and the social construction of reality.” In many ways, 

it sounds like a truism that for a nation that obtained its political liberation and much of 

its substantive economic freedom has remained unrealised, as shown by several 

Global Poverty Indicators and many other publications (Turok 2011). 

 

Lategan (1990:40) warns that “Researchers of contextual issues in the South African 

setting face a daunting task. It is not easy to get grip on the complexity and the dynamic 

nature of the situations with its rapid changes.”  With such a challenge, I am tempted 

to claim that at times it may be the best thing to render the term “post-apartheid” 

obscure or oblique, without suggesting that it is therefore meaningless. The term has 

become a heterogeneous battleground for ideological differences, conflicting 

expectations, fears, anxieties and even extreme pessimism.  

 

Inevitably, how one defines the post-apartheid social location will be a vexing task 

because South Africa remains a highly segmented, diversely opinionated and stratified 

society in all its dimensions. South Africa is made of a plurality of post-apartheid social 



 163 
realities and will continue to live with the vestiges of the apartheid regime for many 

years to come.24 Turok (2011:9) comments that: 

 
In my opinion, the biggest problem in South Africa is the continuation of apartheid in 
some forms. We have abolished many laws and yet we still have dualism, we have 
a skyscraper economy; we have huge poverty and one of the highest levels of 
inequality in the world. 

 

Many good things have happened since 1994. However, the daily reality of millions of 

black South Africans does not reflect the extent of the freedom enshrined in the 

Constitution. Turok (2011:3) notes that, “South Africa has a dual economy, the first 

and the second economy which consists of a mixture of extreme wealth and power on 

the one hand and extreme poverty on the other.” Who then is to blame for that deficit 

of freedom and dual economy? Retrospectively, the vestiges of apartheid are still 

visible, however, the failure of the ANC government has contributed immensely to the 

deficit of freedom, as Buffel (2015:100) maintains:  

 
Like other former colonies that have gained independence from their colonial 
masters, the political leadership of South Africa have failed dismally to use the 
political power at their disposal to bring about economic liberation and to transform 
the socio-economic and political structures in which poverty is entrenched. 

 

The struggle continues against the vestiges of the apartheid regime as well as against 

the poor performance of the ANC government including some of its unfavourable 

policies, budget choices, the lack of execution of social projects, poor governance and 

corruption. West (2010b:158) reiterates that: 

 
As long as the God of life is engaged against the idols of death, whether these be 
the idols of neo-liberal capitalism in our government’s macro-economic policy, or the 
idols of patriarchy within our cultures and religions, or the idols of moral and medical 
discrimination in the context of HIV and AIDS, there is a need for forms of liberation 
theology that work with and proclaim the God of life.  

 
Due to the pervasive yet democratic nature of the post-apartheid social reality, poverty, 

marginalisation and exclusion have taken up a more complex meaning. For example, 

it has become apparent that poverty now includes economic, educational, intellectual, 

 
24 The vestiges of apartheid are well documented in other academic spheres such as in education, 
economics and finance, transport, energy resources, land ownership, food security, employment and 
business opportunities, entrepreneurship funding, social security, etcetera. 
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social and cultural forms. As regards marginalisation, there is a growing appreciation 

of “the intersectionality of marginalisation, including class, race, gender, HIV status, 

disability, sexuality” (West 2015b:241). A post-apartheid perspective on biblical 

hermeneutics allows poor and marginalised black South Africans to expand the 

context of their liberation to fit multivalent appropriations and new forms of exclusion. 

Sugirtharajah (2001:205) notes that, “It also affirms that liberation is an all-

encompassing phenomenon tied to a unified history.” 

 

4.7 POST-APARTHEID “RAINBOW NATION” 

 

It may be safely concluded that, with the legal end of apartheid in 1994, the original 

historical context (the political struggle) within which African liberation hermeneutics 

arose has shifted. Many Black people had to revise their concept of human existence 

because there was a glimmer of hope and abundant life in the national optimism and 

pride fused into the term, the “rainbow people” (Møller, Dickow & Harris 1999). At his 

inauguration as the first black President of the Republic of South Africa, Nelson 

Mandela said (quoted in Deegan 2001:113): 

 
The time for the healing of the wounds has come. The moment to bridge the shams 
that divide us have come. The time to build is upon us as we enter into a covenant 
that we shall build the society in which all South Africans, both black and white, will 
be able to walk tall, without any fear in their hearts, assured of their inalienable right 
to human dignity—a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world [emphasis 
mine].  

 

Archbishop Tutu’s thanksgiving remarks immediately after the 1994 peaceful elections 

legitimised the new democratic dispensation. He declared, “We are the rainbow people 

of God. We are free - all of us, black and white together!” However, not too long thereafter, 

Desmond Tutu had a different view of the social reality of millions of black South 

Africans expressed in City Press Newspaper (2002:31): 

 
The fact is that too many South Africans continue to live in squalor. Too many babies 
continue to die from preventable diseases. Too many children go to school in the 
morning without proper nourishment. Too many adults who are breadwinners are 
unemployed. Too many South Africans are desperate and degraded, waiting for 
government to deliver the fruits of freedom while being exposed to a daily diet of 
allegations of corruption and maladministration. 
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It did not take long before Black people realised that they had to engage with a broader 

spectrum of underlying issues and possible absurdity in the new democratic 

dispensation. It is a strange fact, but surely significant, that the underlying issues at 

stake were obscured by the euphoria of the now disputed name “rainbow people.” 

Clearly these underlying issues of inequality and injustice were more concrete and 

existentially rooted than the metaphysical notion of the “rainbow people.” With South 

Africa being one of the countries with the highest levels of inequality in the world (Turok 

2011:9), it is not difficult to arrive at conclusions such as “The Dream of a ‘Better Life 

for all’ Deferred” (Gevisser 2007).  

 

The post-apartheid contextual description has witnessed fresh historical experiences, 

imbued with new meanings and expectations. All those who engage in post-apartheid 

discourse are confronted with a single critical question. Should one put all the blame 

on the apartheid past and absolve the government of the ANC from any feeling of guilt 

for its moral, social and economic failings? What has become clear in the post-

apartheid period is that the democratic dispensation only provided a constitutional 

platform for political freedom. It is not a guarantee of a prosperous and equitable 

society. It is characterised by structural poverty, structural inequality and 

unemployment. These three factors determine and measure the vulnerability of the 

poor and the marginalised in the post-apartheid. The preceding scenario leads one to 

introduce the concepts of absurdity and predicament as characteristics of the post-

apartheid experience. 

 

4.8 ABSURDITY AND PREDICAMENT AS CHARACTERISTICS OF THE POST-

APARTHEID ERA 

 

The notion of absurdity here is borrowed from the philosophy of absurdism, 

whose origin can be associated with the nihilism and existentialism of the 20th century 

(Solomon 2001). In its most basic understanding, absurdity talks to the fundamental 

nature of conflict in human tendency to find meaning and inherent value in life and 

inability in the same purposeless existence in an irrational universe. A life of poverty 

and inequality brings to the fore the human experience of brokenness, the feeling of 
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being marginalised, which therefore makes human existence, incomprehensible, 

irrational and without purpose. 

 

Much of the interconnectedness of structural poverty, structural inequality and 

unemployment (PIU)25 in the post-apartheid era can be attributed to the racial vestiges 

of the apartheid regime. The legacy of apartheid endures in many respects in land 

ownership, economics, business and access to funding for black entrepreneurs. In this 

regard, I follow Boff’s (2009) dialectical explanation that the root cause of poverty is 

an inevitable product of a system of oppression that either exploits or excludes the 

great majority of people from the production process. This is the case of the history of 

the apartheid regime in South Africa. Other than offering their cheap labour, Black 

people were deliberately excluded from active participation and ownership of the 

means of production in the economy. However, it would be completely naïve not to 

mention that the government of the African National Congress (ANC) has been in 

power for nearly three decades. Some of the post-apartheid problems could be linked 

to the lack of execution of poverty alleviation policies and strategies by the current 

government. 

 

As I attempt to make sense of poverty and marginalisation in the post-apartheid era, I 

use the concepts of absurdity and predicament to tease out the existential anxiety of 

Black people in post-apartheid South Africa. Absurdity and predicament are common 

feelings of complex contradiction and purposeless existence in an irrational universe 

which many Black people must deal with in the post-apartheid era. Public 

commentators often point out that South Africa has successfully transformed its 

political environment, but this has not been accompanied by an economic 

transformation (Du Toit 2011). At the root of this existential anxiety, purposelessness 

and irrationality is the acknowledgement of the plethora of problems and 

multidimensional challenges, which face Black people in the post-apartheid era. The 

paradox of post-apartheid absurdity and predicament summons African liberation 

hermeneutics for aid. 

 
25 Since 1994, poverty, inequality and unemployment have unashamedly become the ANC’s 
trademarks in at least four government economic policy documents: Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP), Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR), Accelerated and Shared Growth 
Initiative for South Africa (AsgiSA), and the National Development Plan (NDP).  
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To give this insight its optimal potential for the interpretation of הדר , human beings in 

their communities are constantly tuning into an inner energy to create meaning and 

purpose in their existential milieu and to provide consistency and coherency in many 

incoherent social situations such as exile, social injustice, racism, oppression and 

various forms of exclusion. The concepts of absurdity and predicament are critical in 

African liberation hermeneutics because they offer a direct view of the extent of the 

fracture of the South African society in the post-apartheid era. Absurdity and 

predicament can be used as a hermeneutical tool filled with subversive voice of protest 

and unhesitating courage in the quest for social transformation and economic 

emancipation.   

 

Absurdity and predicament reject docility and demand an irreverent assault on a set 

of interrelated problems of poverty, unemployment, economic inequalities, corruption 

and abuse of political power. In the context of this study, absurdity and predicament 

are the ineradicable tension between the aspirations and promises of the liberation 

struggle and poor service delivery by the ANC government. It is the paradox of the 

post-apartheid black social reality and it comes from the conflict between struggle 

expectations and post-apartheid reality—it is born out of this confrontation. 

 

Absurdity and confronting the unfulfilled hopes and promises of liberation struggle can 

help illuminate the ethics of the hermeneutics of liberation. Recognising the high levels 

of absurdity and the extent of vulnerability among Black people in the post-apartheid 

era is an important hermeneutical stance in unmasking the widely spoken about poor 

performance of the ANC government. The absurdity caused by the experience of poor 

service delivery by the ANC government, that is, fulfilling liberation promises, 

characterises the social location of many black South Africans. In other words, more 

than a quarter of a century later, Black people have been made vulnerable by a 

particular posture of the ANC government. Not long ago, one of the struggle stalwarts 

and a theologian, Frank Chikane expressed this feeling of absurdity in Sunday Times 

Newspaper (8 Oct 2017): 
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Today the dominant leadership of the ANC has put the party and the country on a 
perilous trajectory and into an unenviable state of despair. In fact, we are already 
‘suffering the indignity of being a skulk of the world’ again and are now reliving the 
wrenching pain of that we experienced in the past.  

 

The above is a profound reflection on the shattered promises and hopes of liberation 

struggle and it conjures the emotions of an African country synonymous with failure, 

despair, disintegration and anguish. Absurdity happens when the previously held 

liberation certainties and hopes are beginning to vanish. Absurdity happens when the 

traditional categories of struggle have been undermined and when the poor Black 

people are faced with a universe that is frightening and illogical. Among the ubiquitous 

things that need explaining in the post-apartheid social location are new forms of 

exclusion and suffering caused by lack of delivery of social, political and economic 

benefits.  

 

Has the liberation become in retrospective the paradise lost forever for Black people 

in South Africa? The situation is inexplicable and African Biblical Hermeneutics must 

deal with the paradox of human existence in the post-apartheid era. This ambiguity 

and paradox surely mean that in the poverty and marginalisation of Black people, we 

need hermeneutical realism. African Biblical Hermeneutics cannot treat poverty, 

unemployment and economic inequalities only in terms of the thoroughgoing optimistic 

idealism of human nature. Hermeneutical realism wants to come to terms with the 

paradox, the ambiguity and the absurdity of black existence in the post-apartheid era. 

 

The concept of absurdity and predicament explained above describe the crux of the 

general social reality of poor and marginalised Black people in the post-apartheid era. 

Absurdity and predicament as an attribute of the poor and the marginalised counter 

the neutral and apolitical reading of biblical texts. At this point, I will zoom in to the 

specific social location of the community of Oukasie Township, which I will use in the 

reading and interpretation of הדר . 

 

4.9 CONTEXT OF OUKASIE TOWNSHIP   

 

In the next section, I will present a broad contextualisation of the post-apartheid social 

realities of Oukasie community as a post-apartheid interpretive community whose 
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socio-economic conditions are shared by many other black townships in South Africa. 

I need to emphasise again that the reading of הדר  would be less impactful without a 

home from which one can engage in the interpretive process. Such a home is Oukasie 

Township. I identify it as a community where political struggle, human solidarity and 

faith found expression. My participation and pastoral ministry in Oukasie evoked my 

own awareness of absurdity and predicament. Caught-up in the vortex of apartheid, 

Oukasie came about as a consequence of the spatial apartheid planning under the 

Group Areas Act promulgated in 1950.26  

 

The apartheid state passed a series of laws in order to achieve its objectives of 

maintaining and extending existing racial segregation. The Afrikaans word ‘apartheid’ 

itself denotes separation. Other policies, which encapsulated the ideology and agenda 

of the state were the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (1949), Population 

Registration Act (1950), the Immorality Act (1950) and the Bantu Authorities Act 

(1951). A Black Township outside Brits town in the North-West Province, Oukasie was 

undeniably segregated along racial, spatial and economic lines – a fact that still 

defines the daily lives of its residents in the post-apartheid era. Due to the apartheid 

laws of segregation and separate development, the Black people became strangers 

in their own country. 

 

Oukasie Township was strategically positioned a few kilometres away, but still close 

enough to the white Brits town as per the apartheid spatial plan. Black Africans were 

only allowed in town as ‘temporary sojourners’ to provide cheap labour ‒their ‘home’ 

being in the space demarcated under the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts. 27 Oukasie, is an 

abbreviation of the Afrikaans words 'Ou Lokasie,' translated as 'Old Location.' It is a 

community typically embedded in multiple systematic and structural layers of post-

apartheid poverty and marginalisation. The poverty is overwhelming, and the solutions 

seem to be out of sight. Typical of many other Black townships, Oukasie is best 

 
26 With its initial enactment in the 1950s, all the towns were subject to the process of drawing areas for 
the exclusive occupation of various legally defined racial groups with the objective of establishing 
segregation of racial groups. Members of other races were barred from living, operating businesses or 
owning land in them. 
27 Before the economic sanctions, Brits was one of the biggest centres of the automobile industry in 
South Africa.  The Italian automobile giants of Fiat and Alfa Romeo had their factories in Brits. 
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described as an intersection of layers or dimensions of social condition of black 

poverty in the post-apartheid era.  

 

The social location of Oukasie community is complex and multi-layered. Literally 

speaking, Oukasie bares the physical vestiges of apartheid and the neglect of the ANC 

government. To simplify its complexity, I intend to look at Oukasie from two 

perspectives. Firstly, Oukasie can be experienced as a community of socio-political 

resistance. The second perspective is to look at the town in terms of its religiosity,28 as 

a community representing faith-in-action. The nature of the liberation struggle in South 

Africa has always been both theological and political.  

 

Thus, the Bible is read, within the multidimensional context of socio-political struggle 

and religiosity, with commitment to personal and societal transformation. At the risk of 

being too simplistic about the complexity of the social reality of Oukasie, I am using a 

conceptual depiction below to illustrate a rather complex, multi-layered phenomenon, 

which involves intertwined relationships. Oukasie is a community that was deeply 

religious and highly active in the politics of the struggle. In other words, its struggle 

was both religious and political. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
28 Most black South Africans profess some religious worldview (African traditional religion, Christianity 
or both). For further reading on the religiosity of South Africa, see, for example, Lategan, BC 1993. 
Teaching theology in the context of humanities. Scriptura S11, 28-35 as well as Turner, H 1980. 
Theological and religious studies in South Africa: reflections of a visitor. JTSA 30, 3-18. 
 

Community of Faith 
Socio-political 

Community  

Community of 

Resistance and 

Solidarity 

Figure 3: Oukasie - A Community of Faith and Resistance 
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4.9.1 A community of resistance and solidarity 
 

The historical and material setting of Oukasie Township is best understood within a 

history of resistance against apartheid regime and what Morris (1990) calls “the 

complexities of sustained urban struggle.” The “struggle” (Mzabalazo in local parlance) 

is a critical socio-political and theological construct for Black communities in South 

Africa. It sums up their socio-economic and political reality.29 Typically oppressed like 

many other Black townships, Oukasie was an embodiment of both the struggle and 

the aspirations of liberation. Despite the long history of oppression, the people of 

Oukasie could not be silenced. The strong culture of resistance did not allow for 

betrayal, cowardice and subservience to the apartheid regime. Kabongo (2019:1) 

defines a township thus: “In South Africa, a township refers to the often 

underdeveloped, racially segregated urban areas that, from the late 19th century until 

1994, were reserved for non-whites. They were usually built on the periphery of towns 

and cities.” 

 

The materiality of social reality of Oukasie Township was determined largely by the 

iniquitousness of the apartheid regime and its theological justification in its various 

forms and guises. The Township was under constant surveillance by the South African 

police because of its frequent political activity, demonstrations and boycotts. 

Essentially, the apartheid policy shaped the country’s spatial, economic and political 

life to enable ‘separate development.’ Inherent in the apartheid system was a racial 

hierarchy, reinforced through all spheres of state activity and at all spatial scales.  

 

True to the imperial philosophy, subjugation, domination and coercion, the apartheid 

regime made its presence felt in material and apparent ways in Oukasie. For example, 

the apartheid state deliberately limited funding towards educational and health 

facilities in Oukasie. The Oukasie community’s regular contact with this material reality 

of apartheid imposition became its daily struggle. The state held the apartheid 

 
29 The concept of “struggle” is unique in the vocabulary of South African liberation hermeneutics. 
Itumeleng Mosala describes it as “…the lens for reading the text in a liberating fashion as well as the 
codes for unlocking the possibilities and limitation of the biblical texts” and as such he understands “the 
black struggle, from pre-colonial times to the present, as representing an important hermeneutical 
factor” (Mosala 1989:8,123), 
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machinery in place in ways that reinforced the people’s sense of submissiveness. At 

the same time, the same context of an all-pervasive apartheid laws and police brutality 

informed the consciousness, resilience and activism of the community of Oukasie.  

 

It is true that while political freedom was achieved with the end of apartheid in 1994, 

substantive economic freedom has remained unrealised in many black communities. 

Oukasie Township is a typical example of the extent to which the multi scale spatial 

reach of apartheid impacted every area of life of individuals and communities in a 

complex, interlinked manner. The post-apartheid poverty, inequality and 

unemployment trends have been the subject of intensive analysis, which are well 

documented in specialised social sciences publications (Bhorat & Kanbur 2006).  

 

Oukasie represents a community that fought hard and hoped for the democratic 

dispensation to deliver on the fruits of the struggle. Twenty-eight years later, Oukasie 

Township now governed by the ANC comrades and cadre deployees, who come from 

Oukasie and were in the struggle, remains terribly underdeveloped with high youth 

unemployment. The local Brits (now called Madibeng Municipality) political leadership 

has moved and now lives in the former white suburbs in Brits town or around the 

breath-catching guarded estates of Hartbeespoort Dam.   

 

Every day, men, both young and old, sit with their artisanal tools along the main road 

into Brits town. They all hope to catch a casual job. This has become a familiar sight 

across major South African towns. It is a sign of joblessness caused partly by the racial 

economy of apartheid (West & Zwane 2013:176) and the failure of the government of 

the African National Congress to deliver on the good things it promised the people.  

 

The Oukasie pathos and absurdity represent the unfulfilled hopes of the liberation 

struggle for many Black people. This pathos represents cruel optimism among black 

South Africans. Cruel optimism is a concept used by Lauren Berlant. It happens when 

something one desires is actually an obstacle to one’s flourishing (Berlant 2011). The 

ANC government has become that cruel optimism. For many Black people, the socio-

economic and democratic promises of liberation have not materialised.  
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Although Black people remain attached to the possibilities of the liberation promises, 

they continue to engage with the Bible as a community of faith in the post-apartheid 

era. I contend in the next section that the Black people’s natural instinct in the struggle 

for liberaiton is to read the Bible as an exercise in hope, affirmation of their blackness 

and advocacy of social justice and economic equity.  

 
4.9.2 A community of faith (Basic Christian Community) 
 

To grasp the full picture of the situation in Oukasie community, it is important to 

consider its religio-theological setting. Often, the modern world looks at human history 

and its events in terms of politics and economics but, in so many ways, Oukasie 

Township was also a community of faith. Many scholars attest to the importance of 

the use of the Bible among Black people during the apartheid regime (Farisani 2014; 

Mofokeng 1988; Mosala 1989). While on one hand the Bible was abused to justify 

apartheid, on the other hand, Black people were always at prayer and engaged with 

the Bible during the many years of apartheid and in different circumstances.  

 

Oukasie had diverse religious traditions and, true to the spirit of the struggle, these 

traditions engaged the Bible in their own ways. I am specifically interested in the 

Catholic parish of St Joseph’s.30 The parish was run by the missionary Congregation 

of the Sacred Stigmata (Stigmatines), which played a critical role in community 

mobilisation and providing socio-economic support. Oukasie Township was densely 

populated but with limited public facilities such as schools, recreation and health 

centres. St Joseph’s Catholic Church provided some basic amenities – a primary 

school, a hall that was used for community meetings and recreational purposes (public 

movies) and a mobile clinic.  

 

 
30 The irony is that there was a sister Catholic Church a few kilometres downtown that was reserved for 
the mainly Italian/Portuguese speaking whites. Both parishes were served by the same community of 
Stigmatine missionary priests. This schizophrenic and segregated arrangement in the Catholic Church 
is not surprising, as it was common practice during the apartheid years. There were Catholic churches 
(national chaplaincies as they were called) in and around the Pretoria Archdiocese that were dedicated 
to serving specific European nationalities, mainly Irish and English, Italian, German and Portuguese 
members. These chaplaincies were driven by nationalist sentiments. They imported their own priests 
from Europe and the Holy Mass was conducted in their respective languages. A few remnants of these 
are still in existence in Pretoria. 
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I was immersed in the social reality of the struggling community of Oukasie in my 

formative priestly years. Arising out of my personal experience of several years 

between 1984 and 1990 with Stigmatines in and around the Brits/Jericho district, I 

particularly emphasise the primacy of the concept of Basic Christian Communities 

(BCC). This concept of BCC was pioneered in the Latin American church (Bruneau 

1982; Hewitt 1991; Levine 1986) and adopted as an essential mechanism of the 

pastoral strategy of the South African Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC) during 

the apartheid era. These bishops were somewhat involved directly in the process of 

decolonial recovery of the members’ human dignity and created the capacity for critical 

thought as well as a discovery of their vocation to engage in decolonial praxis for the 

transformation of their unjust social location.  

 

Basic Christian Communities are still alive within the Catholic Church in South Africa, 

however, since the advent of the new political dispensation, they have not been as 

active and popular. My observation is that the Catholic bishops and priests who led 

this pastoral strategy have since been replaced by new leaders at the Southern African 

Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC) who did not continue the liberating concerns 

and practices of their predecessors. Sadly, this general lack of influence of the former 

liberation theology in church theology and pastoral work is now interpreted as a 

general crisis (or as a decline) of liberation theology. 

 

Although Basic Christian Communities will vary greatly in their history and structure 

from country to country and region to region, most of them have the following features: 

They are small, grassroots groups within the Catholic Church that meet in homes, 

community centres and local church facilities. The members gather regularly to reflect 

on Scripture and to discuss issues bearing on their lives and on the social and 

political conditions in their community. In a typical Catholic parish like St Joseph’s, 

Oukasie Township would be sub-divided into several geographical sections (Section, 

Blocks or Zones) for the convenience of the members to meet within a reasonable 

walking distance. From the early 1980s, at the height of the apartheid police brutality 

and with the Church hierarchy giving legitimacy to the Basic Christian Communities, 

the group succeeded in changing the image of the Catholic Church, giving it a human, 
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personal, spiritual and good-neighbourly face. In their simplicity, BCCs produced 

profound indigenous and liberation knowledge. According to Gray (1986:49): 

 
The development of small Christian communities is a central focus of theological 
debate in Africa as elsewhere, but their significance far transcends purely 
ecclesiastical concerns… They represent both a powerful reserve of resistance, 
preserving African cultural values and insights, and at the same time, an immense 
potential for social and economic change. 

 

The Basic Christian Community is a community of faith that engages in a process of 

grass-roots democracy, participation and reflection. Stubbornly termed “revolutionary 

way of reading the Bible” by some Catholic conservatives, it is a group of lay people 

that regularly come together in their neighbourhood in the absence of their ordained 

priest. With a high degree of participation, they often meet once a week in one of the 

designated homes in the evening after work, led by lay leaders elected by the group. 

They emphasise Bible reading and discussion over and above the traditional Catholic 

parish’s ritual experiences. The Basic Christian Community is a platform that 

resonates well with the concept of contextual Bible reading, which has since become 

Gerald West’s preferred hermeneutical stance and is evident in several of his 

publications (West 1991; 2005b; 2014; 2015). 

 

Regardless of formation and type, every human community has expectations 

regarding issues of existence. These expectations could be related to hope, justice, 

victory and independence, etcetera and they can be expressed in many ways, 

including asking questions. From the perspective of biblical hermeneutics, a BCC 

generates questions and perspectives that are rich with theological thought and 

imagination. In this case, the Bible became a powerful tool that brought awareness of 

the social conditions and inspired the community towards change. Below are some of 

my learnings from the BCC that demonstrate the value of the social location of the 

poor and the marginalised in the interpretive process: 

 

• I realised how ordinary31 Christians themselves were capable of biblical 

reflection that was powerful and liberating.  

 
31 The term “ordinary” is used in this study as reference to lay people (unordained) in the Catholic 
Church who have not received any formal literary training of the Bible. In most instances they would 
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• Biblical reflection was done purely from the point of view of the struggling 

community where there are no defined dogmatic procedures and internal 

hermeneutical controls. 

• Biblical study was spontaneous and, most importantly, it was shaping their daily 

struggle and was juxtaposed with action (praxis). 

• People were driven by empathy and the willingness to listen. 

 

Clearly, the BCC provides an opportunity for the ordinary Bible readers to articulate 

and share their understanding of biblical texts without any fear of heresy or 

fundamentalism. It could be argued that these BCCs were not trapped in the “culture 

of silence” (Frostin 1988:10) nor were they passive recipients of Western biblical 

hermeneutics. They used their daily social reality to engage the Bible and arrived at 

their own meaning of the biblical texts.  

 

The implication of the setup of Basic Christian Community for African Biblical 

Hermeneutics is that the context of each participant and the whole experience of the 

BCC (Section) are subscribed as a shared communal reading interlocutor (Adamo 

2015a:36; West 2001). The members of the BCC are ordinary readers, using their 

social location to make sense of the Bible in a collaborative and interactive manner 

(Anum 2009). The members express their distinctive social reality and though the 

questions raised during the Bible sharing often come across as simple, their context 

is complex and multi-layered because they are loaded with socio-economic and 

political nuances as well as biblical undertones and ecclesial ramifications.  

 

The hermeneutical question is, how can the broken social reality, marginalisation and 

unfulfilled liberation promise of Oukasie Township help us arrive at a more liberating 

and transformative meaning of הדר ? The absurdity, predicament and the pathos that 

 
interpret the Bible through their daily experiences that may be influenced by traditional folklore 
embedded in their worldview. This category of Bible readers is somewhat like Gerald West’s definition 
of “ordinary reader” in many of his writings including, in one sense, to “all those who read the Bible pre-
critically” and in a particular sense, to “those readers who are poor and marginalized” (West 1999a:10; 
1999b:37). Of course, there is a common nuance here, which is about those who are not educated or 
trained in the formal biblical interpretation.  
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characterise the social realities of Oukasie are an antithesis to God’s cosmic and 

social order envisaged in the Priestly creation narrative.  

 

4.10 CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER 

 

Within the scope of this chapter, there are at least three significant conclusions and 

lessons. Firstly, as a general hermeneutical premise, all human beings exist only in 

limited historical periods and within their concrete cultural contexts. It is within that 

social location that human beings can make sense of the rationality and purpose of 

their existence. This conclusion is reflected in the title of this chapter as it juxtaposes 

social location with the process of hermeneutics. There is growing consensus among 

contemporary biblical scholars that social location or social reality mutually coin 

together an essential variable in the interpretation of the Bible. This means that all 

biblical interpretation is situated and has a view from somewhere. This makes the 

socio-political and cultural milieu of the African Bible reader a necessary variable in 

the interpretive process.  

 

Secondly, this chapter further attempted to explain the post-apartheid social location 

as a complex and multidimensional phenomenon, which must be understood from 

different existential perspectives because it is a polylithic phenomenon. In its 

description, one must always consider the pluralistic nature of post-apartheid social 

reality. By implication, the post-apartheid social reality is contextual and includes 

amongst other factors ways in which the apartheid regime impacted negatively or 

positively on different communities. This is the case with the Oukasie community of 

Brits. They remain marginalised with limited social and economic infrastructure-

service delivery. Their poverty is the lens through which they have always interpreted 

the Bible. 

 

Other factors to be considered include gender, education and one’s position of power 

and privilege in relation to others in society. As a result of these different factors, this 

study specifically focuses on the social location of Black people in the post-apartheid 

era. What has emerged from this chapter is that the social reality of Black people is 

greatly characterised by the vestiges of the apartheid regime. Despite achieving 
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political freedom, Black people continue to suffer poverty, inequality and 

unemployment in the post-apartheid era. The essence of the argument for social 

location is that, to remain true to the virtues of liberation hermeneutics, the social 

reality of Black people must create the epistemological framework for reading the 

Bible. 

 

Thirdly, the black experience of poverty and inequality cannot be taken for granted as 

an epistemological framework. With the ever-changing socio-political and economic 

circumstances, the validity of black experience as an epistemological framework, its 

core credentials and the values, which emerged in South Africa in the 1960s and early 

1970s through Black theology, must be continuously tested. By highlighting the core 

credentials and values of liberation hermeneutics in this chapter, African Biblical 

Hermeneutics declares its stance, ideologically and theoretically, in the post-apartheid 

era. Thus, the discourse on the relevance and applicability of principles of liberation 

hermeneutics in the post-apartheid context is necessary and timely in order to answer 

those who question its silence and inactivity.  

 

The chapter notes that showing existential commitment to the plight of Black people 

is the fundamental task of African Biblical Hermeneutics. This task is demonstrated by 

approaching the interpretive process as a space of cultural interaction and production 

of indigenous knowledge between the biblical text and African reader, which in turn 

offer new possibilities for the meaning of the concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28.  

 

  



 179 
CHAPTER 5: 

LOOKING BEHIND AND INTO THE TEXT 
 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Based on West’s (2018:248) ‘tripolar model,’ this chapter will consider the second pole 

- the biblical text itself. Using the historical-critical approach, the chapter seeks to peer 

behind and into the specific literary, religio-cultural and historical world of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a. The chapter will examine in particular the concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28. 

Regarding the literary context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, the task is to focus on the literary 

structure in its final canonical form as found in the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia 

(1977). On the religio-cultural context, the chapter will explore Genesis 1:1-2:4a within 

two social contexts namely the religio-cultural setting of the ancient Near Eastern 

cosmogonies and the politico-historical setting of Babylonian imperialism.  

 

Before dealing with the literary considerations, we need to be aware of the significance 

of two important assumptions. This study will assume that we are approaching 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a as remains of the world of ancient Israel (Segovia 1998:49). 

Therefore, Genesis 1:1-2:4a should be treated as such and with caution because it is 

from a very different time and culture and was written in a language that is completely 

foreign to the contemporary reader. Van Dyk (2009:423) acknowledges that “Genesis 

1-11 is far removed from us both in time and culture.” If it is true that biblical texts are 

the remains of the ancient world of Israel, the question is: to what extent can we 

successfully enter the world of the text and still be able to make meaning of it?  

 

As I proceed, one must also be conscious of the built-in hermeneutical limitation and 

admit that even with the reading possibilities available to scholarship as discussed by 

Van Dyk (2009:423-424), we can only catch so much of what the ancient text could 

have meant to the original audience. It is for this reason that the full meaning of biblical 

words, terms, concepts and constructs will always remain elusive to the modern 

reader.  
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The second important assumption is that in general linguistics, it is acknowledged that 

words can have a variety of senses and connotations, which can be altered, removed 

or added over time (Blank 1999). In other words, the meaning of words and concepts 

evolves with time. With this inherent logic, it is intuitively obvious that the concept of 

הדר  would have a variety of senses, synonyms and connotations in different times and 

historical spaces. By recognising these two assumptions, the reader will appreciate 

the complexity of interpreting biblical texts and the importance of certain hermeneutical 

tools. 

 

In what follows, I shall take cognisant of the hermeneutical paradigm of distantiation, 

as defined by Draper (2001) and West (2010a:21) in their ‘tripolar’ method. According 

to Farisani (2017:8), distantiation is the intellectual posture of standing away from the 

text “‘to hear’ the distinctive, ancient voice of the text within its own socio-historical 

context. Before the text can be brought into dialogue with the context, it must be given 

its own voice,” be objectified and allowed to speak for itself. Draper (2001:156) 

explains what happens during distantiation as follows:  

 
During the distantiation phase, the reader/interpreter strives to allow the text to speak 
for itself in its own context, and to address its particular problems and needs. This 
process requires the reader to stay far away from the text in order to hear what 
exactly it meant for its original audience before it can also address the 
reader/interpreter’s life situation.  

 

I concur with Jonker (2005:642) who warns that “to conduct our discussions on biblical 

interpretation in (South) Africa only in terms of our life interests would be seriously 

reductionistic.” Gottwald and Horsley (1993:27) also argue that “if we wish to 

reconstruct ancient Israel as a lived totality, historical method and sociological method 

are requisite complementary disciplines." I therefore consider it appropriate to deploy 

the various tools of the historical-critical method to understand the pericope of Genesis 

1:1-2-4a to avoid Ukpong’s (1999b:2f) three warnings: (1) to avoid returning to an 

uncritical use of the Bible, (2) to avoid the abusive use of the Bible and (3) to ensure 

that the original and contemporary contexts are comparable.  

 

I now set out to attempt to answer the question posed in the second paragraph above, 

which is, to what extent can we successfully enter the world of an ancient text and still 
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be able to make meaning of it? I do so by adopting Ukpong’s guidelines above, of 

employing various tools of the historical-critical method to gain insights from looking 

behind and into the text of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. 

 

5.2 LITERARY DELIBERATIONS ON GENESIS 1:1-2:4A 

 

In this sub-section, I will approach the literary considerations, analysis and 

contextuality of Genesis 1:1-2:4a from three levels, albeit, within the limited space of 

this chapter. At a macro level, I will unpack the position of the Priestly corpus in the 

Pentateuch from the perspective of source criticism. The second mid-level will focus 

on the compositional structure of Genesis 1:1-2:4a and its sub-thematic elements 

including a brief scrutiny of some important Hebrew words with their nuanced 

meanings. The last micro-level will focus on Genesis 1:26-28 and the concept of הדר . 

Before the literary analysis, it is helpful first to establish the literary “home” of Genesis 

1:1-2:4a. 

 

5.2.1 Overview of source criticism of the Priestly corpus 
 

Where is the “home” of Genesis 1:1-2:4a? The ruling assumption in academic 

commentary is that a variant of the historical-critical analysis called source criticism 

can distinguish different strands, corpus, traditions or sources in the Pentateuch 

(Barton 1992; Nicholson 1998). Source criticism is one of the related methodologies 

under the family of the historical-critical method. Its purpose is to identify the literary 

sources of which the biblical text is composed.  

 

The critical consensus regarding the Pentateuch is that there is plurality of 

independent, unmerged voices and consciousness in the books of the Pentateuch. 

This theory of independent literary sources in the Pentateuch was first developed by 

Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918) in his famous 1878 publication, “Prolegomena to the 

History of Ancient Israel” and it became known as the Four-source Documentary 

Hypothesis. According to the Documentary Hypothesis, there are four major strands 

viz the Yahwist (J), Elohist (E), Deuteronomic (D) and Priestly (P) that run through the 

Pentateuch (Blenkinsopp 1992:9-24; Nicholson 1998:3-28). The widely accepted 
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classical hypothesis is based on the observation that a closer look at the Pentateuch 

shows major logical differences in terms of five literary criteria (Campbell & 

O’Brien1993; Clines 1978): 

 

i. Duplication and repetition of corpus 

ii. Variation in the divine names 

iii. Contrasting viewpoints in the text 

iv. Variation in language and style and 

v. Evidence of compilation and redaction of parallel accounts 

 

In this study, the description of the Pentateuch is presented in its current form—as it 

stands. The Pentateuch consists of the books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers 

and Deuteronomy (Dozeman & Schmid 2006; Rogerson 1996). The book of Genesis 

is the first of the classical Pentateuch written in many interweaving genres including 

myth, epic and historiography (Long 1994; Poythress 2016). The book of Genesis may 

be broken down into three large segments—the primeval history in Genesis 1-11; the 

stories of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in Genesis 12-36; and the Joseph story in 

chapters 37-50 (with an interlude about Judah in Genesis 38) (Schmid 2012). Scholars 

mostly agree that the creation story in Genesis is divided into two accounts from two 

different sources. The first account is Genesis 1:1-2:4a, which was written by a P 

source. The second account is Genesis 2:4b-3:24 and it was written by a Yahwist 

source. Our immediate interest is Genesis 1:1-2:4a, within which the concept of הדר  

in Genesis 1:26-28 is located. 

 

When I approach the uniqueness of the P material, I assume that sufficient literary 

insights and ideological arguments have been marshalled throughout the ages about 

the distinctiveness of the P corpus alongside other sources of the Pentateuch 

(Campbell & O’Brian 1993; Emerton 1988; Haran 1981; Noth 1981). Nihan (2007:20) 

notes that “still today, the distinction between ‘Priestly’ and ‘non-Priestly’ corpus… on 

the basis of its distinctive language, syntax and theology, remain one of the 

unquestioned results of Pentateuch criticism.” Questions are continually asked and 

different views are expressed about the composition, constitution and the redaction 

history of the Priestly corpus (Brueggemann 1982b; Nicholson 1988; Noth 1981). I 
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have no intention to argue fully for a compositional hypothesis of the P corpus. 

However, I can only indicate that the P corpus did not fall from the sky as a complete 

text. Typically, and like other biblical texts, it would have undergone constant evolution 

from oral beginnings through various editions to its final canonical form.  

 

I must mention that the Four-source Documentary Hypothesis of the Pentateuch itself 

is of interest to African liberation hermeneutics. According to Brown (2010:11), the 

Bible is a product of a community and “…reflects the sacred, painful struggle of a 

community in lively dialogue with itself, the larger world, and God.” The Four-source 

Documentary Hypothesis claims that biblical narratives originated from different 

sources serving different ideological and theological purposes. Biblical authors used 

various literary genres available to them such as historiographic, poetic, mythical or 

aesthetic genres (Sternberg 1987:41) and wrote from different socio-political and 

historical contexts. It is for this reason that warns that each of the Pentateuch sources 

cannot claim to have the monopoly of telling all the truth about the universal moral 

order.  

 

5.3 LITERARY CONSIDERATIONS OF GENESIS 1:1-2:4A 

 

The discernment of the basic structure of a biblical text is a necessary exercise 

because it helps demarcate the interpretive work properly. Letellier (1995:30) clarifies 

the issues by noting that, “the first concern in analysing any biblical text is to ascertain 

where it begins as a literary unit and where it ends.” A literary unit is the overall 

framework within which the author arranges his/her account (Sailhamer 1984:74). In 

other words, it has a beginning and an end.  

 

5.3.1 Structure of Genesis 1:1-2:4a 
 

There is scholarly consensus that Genesis 1:1-2:4a is a recognisable and complete 

literary unit in itself that can be analysed from a compositional perspective (Anderson 

1977; Blenkinsopp 1976; Clifford 1985; Westermann 1994). I therefore will proceed 

with the traditional delimitation of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. Within the context of the 

Pentateuch, Guillaume (2009:33) suggests that Genesis 1:1-2:4a constitutes an 
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introduction to the entire Priestly corpus in the Pentateuch. While dealing with the 

general structural elements of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, I will not provide a detailed verse-by-

verse exegesis. The intention rather is to look at the structure of the chapter in the 

form of a general description and highlight important concepts.  

 

Westermann (1974:88) asserts that, “Scholars throughout the ages have attempted 

with little success a systematisation of creation works.” The structure of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a consists of a consistent and clear successive pattern (Westermann 1994:84-85) 

and Brown (1999:36) sees Genesis 1:1-2:4a as “the most densely structured text of 

the biblical corpus, characterised by an intricate array of correspondences and 

variations.” Löning and Zenger (2000:105) also show that a clear structure can be 

perceived in the form and content of the seven days. In Genesis 1:1-2:4a, the 

compositional framework is an introduction (1:1), a body (1:2-2:3) and a conclusion 

(2:4a). With these three components, a pericope, that is Genesis 1:1-2:4a, is formed. 

Peculiar in Genesis 1:1-2:4a is the P source’s use of a literary phrase “evening and 

morning,” which divides the passage into a seven-day project. In other words, the act 

of creation takes the form of a period of one workweek concluding with a rest day.  

 

In the introduction (Gn 1:1-2), creation happens from a state of formlessness and 

emptiness ּו הב  and והת : “In the beginning ( תישארב ), when God created ( ארב ) the 

heavens and the earth – and the earth was without form ( והת ) or shape ( וּהב ), with 

darkness over abyss and a mighty wind sweeping over the waters.” 

 

The opening verses 1:1-2 with the expression םיהלא ארב  תישארב   (In the beginning God 

created…) remains controversial among theologians, philosophers and scientists. It is 

not clear if םיהלא ארב  תישארב   refers absolutely to creation ex nihilo (Anderson & 

Doctrine 2018). Ian Barbour, a philosopher of science argues emphatically that 

"Creation 'out of nothing' is not a biblical concept” (Barbour 1971:384). Barbour and 

others argue that the Church Fathers came up with the idea of creation ex nihilo to 

defend theism against dualistic tendencies of the first centuries of the Christian era. 

What remains, though, is that there are as many opinions about the meaning of the 

opening verse as there are scholars (Brown 2014).  
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According to Eichrodt (1985:101), the logical conclusion is to ask whether the thought-

form in which this expression of creation ex nihilo is cast is not specifically Western 

and cannot therefore be assumed to be part of the thinking of the ANE. Westermann 

(1984:93) also poses the question, “Is Genesis 1 speaking of creatio ex nihilo? Or 

does the narrative presume some sort of matter that provided the ‘raw material’ for 

creation?” The details of the long historical discourse of doctrinal development and 

philosophical speculation in early Christianity need not occupy us here. 

 

There are also many studies on the history and meaning of the verb ארב  (does it 

designate creation by God?), which often occurs in a cosmological context. Although 

there is no consensus on its theological meaning, there seems to be agreement 

among scholars that God (and never humans or any other creature) is always the 

subject of ארב  (Westermann 1984:98). According to Jenson (1992:216-217), the P 

source establishes a paradigm because “God’s role in the world is now transparently 

willful, agentive, and interventionist” (Garr 2003:181). Thus, םיהלא  is the controlling 

subject. 

 

Six paragraphs then follow, which make up the body of Genesis 1:2-2:3. This section 

of the P creation narrative explains the creation of various components of the cosmos, 

their placement in the cosmos, with םיהלא  giving them their specific functions and their 

internal relationships. Both Alter (1981:142) and Trible (1992:13) make an interesting 

observation that in these verses and within the six days of creation, there is a motif of 

separation and differentiation, which is registered by the word ונימל  (‘kind’). The other 

type of separation and differentiation uses the concept of historical time of “evening 

and morning.” Westermann (1984:112) concludes that the “state of separation and so 

of order are basic to existence. The world is… conceived of… as something divided 

and ordered and comprehensible only in this framework… Separation … is itself 

creation.” 

 

The six creation paragraphs correspond to the six creation days (Gn 1:3-25). These 

are customarily understood literally to mean a period of one week. In the process of 
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creation, it is important to note the concept of םוֹי  (day). In the history of interpretation 

of םוֹי  in the Genesis creation, there are arguments for figurative, literal and non-literal 

interpretations of the term (Farrar 1961:205; Fretheim 1986:12-35). However, a 

question that remains unresolved concerns the meaning of the term םוֹי  (day) in 

Genesis 1:1-2:3 (Hasel 1994:5). 

 

• Day 1: Light and Darkness 

• Day 2: Firmament divided to create waters above and waters below 

• Day 3: Dry Land and Sea; two types of vegetation—plants and trees 

• Day 4: Two great lights 

• Day 5: Birds and Fishes 

• Day 6: Male and Female (both animals and humans) 

 

Notably, there are two creation works on each of the third and sixth days. Within 

Genesis 1:3-25, which is the body of the narrative, there are eight (8) creation works 

distributed over a period of six days and םיהלא  is the main character who does not just 

create, but also commands, gives roles, brings about universal harmony and cosmic 

order and evaluates the work of creation.  

 

The formula יהי  (“Let there be...”) is repeated frequently (vv. 3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26) 

with the corresponding “and there was” ( יהיו ). The two formulae form a boundary 

pattern within which different aspects of creation happen. In terms of parallels with the 

ANE cosmogonies, the formula יהי  is significant in itself because it differentiates the P 

process of creation through God’s spoken word. Van Dyk (2009a:422) notes that the 

“Creation of the world is depicted in Ugarit and Babylon as the outcome of a battle 

between the gods, resulting in the new kingship of the victorious god (i.e., Baal and 

Marduk respectively).”  

 

God the creator begins to work from the first day until the sixth day, creating various 

members of the Earth community and putting order into its formlessness (Dube 

2015:237). At least six times in Genesis 1:3-25 (vv. 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25), the act of 
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creation “was good” ( בוֹט ) and the phrase serves as a formal refrain (Speiser 1981:5). 

In verse 31, the P source seals the pericope with a noticeable addition of a superlative 

דאמ בוט   (very good, beautiful). The repeated evaluation of creation as בוֹט  has 

implications for the meaning of הדר . In my opinion, the goodness of creation, its order 

and harmony and the implied permanent maintenance of cosmic order cannot tolerate 

any negative connotation in the meaning of הדר  or suggest human behaviour that is 

destructive and oppressive and marginalises other creatures. Walton (2007:187) 

claims that the phrase “it was good” is repeatedly offered in the biblical text “to describe 

the successful setting of each piece in its ordered place.” 

 

I concur with Garr (2003:1986) that although harmonic order is not directly mentioned, 

something that is good and beautiful does not exclude the idea of being balanced, 

orderly and harmonious. Thus far, I have not found any divine decree, word or concept 

used in Genesis 1:3-25 that suggests that םיהלא  desired imbalance, chaos, 

oppression, manipulation and abuse in creation. I also do not get the sense that 

creation and all its inter-relationships and inter-dependencies are desperately in 

disorder and fighting one another for survival. 

 

5.3.2 Textual meaning of Genesis 1:26-28 
 

The preceding sub-section looked at the internal structural elements that define the 

perimeters of the Genesis 1:1-2:4a as a literary unit. In the course of analysing the 

text, I do not find by way of divine decree, words or concepts any suggestion that םיהלא  

had intended chaos and imbalance in creation. P’s םיהלא  deems the cosmos דאמ בוט   

(‘very good’). This is an important observation because the question then is, did the P 

source suddenly change his/her paradigm of harmonious order in Genesis 1:26-28? 

The following is the New African Bible’s rendering of Genesis 1:26-28: 

 
26 Then God said, “Let us make human beings in our image ( מלצ ), after 

our likeness ( תומד ). Let them have dominion over ( הדר ) the fish in the 

sea, the birds of the air, the tame animals, all the wild animals, and all 

the creatures that crawl on the earth.” 27 God create human beings 
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( םדא ) in his image; in the image of God, he created them; male ( רכז ) 

and female ( הבקנ ) he created them. 28 God blessed them, and God 

said to them, “Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it ( שׁבכ ). 

Have dominion over ( הדר ) the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and 

all the living things that crawl on the earth. 

 

Exegetical material on Genesis 1:26-28 is one of the largest with the broadest 

spectrum of interpretations one can ever conceive. The reason is that Genesis 1:26-

28 contains words, concepts and constructs whose interpretation is controversial or 

prejudicial or has followed a particular ideological path to justify certain human 

behaviours, relationships and social structures. Genesis 1:26-28 alone has been 

translated and read within various historical, political and theological contexts, 

deploying differing methods of interpretation (Simango 2016). Although Ramantswana 

(2013:425) and some scholars (Brueggemann 1982a:31; Tsumura 2005:34) argue 

that the creation of humanity on the sixth day of creation is the climax of creation, other 

scholars think differently and point out that the seventh paragraph marks the climactic 

seventh day, the day of consecration (Gn 2:1-3). Therefore, they suggest that in fact 

the divine rest (Sabbath) is the climax of creation (Brown 2010:40; Guillaume 2009:45; 

Mertens 1987:85).  

 

It cannot be denied that throughout the history of biblical interpretation the different 

anthropomorphic meanings of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 have had tremendous influence 

on how Western Christianity made choices about human relations (including gender 

relations) as well as how humans related to nature (Brady 2000:13). Here I will 

subscribe to Callicott’s (1984:299) definition of anthropomorphism, which “confers 

intrinsic value on human beings and regards all other things, including other forms of 

life, as being only instrumentally valuable, i.e., valuable only to the extent that they are 

means or instruments which may serve human beings.” 

 

Van Dyk (2009b:191) argues that:  

 
The Genesis creation narratives, and specifically Genesis 1:28, imply, within their 
immediate contexts, that humans are considered absolute rulers over the earth with 
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potentially despotic power over nature. There is also no denying that in the creation 
narratives a definite anthropocentric view is taken when humans are described as the 
rulers over the earth… 

  

The alleged anthropomorphic principle inherent in the P creation narrative has 

influenced Western understanding of creation, its purpose and the role of man/women 

in creation. Reading Genesis 1:26-28 from a Western feminist perspective, Gonzalez 

(2007) says that “No other text has affected women in the Western world as much as 

that found in the opening chapters of Genesis.” Schüssler-Fiorenza (1985:130) also 

warns that such texts should be boldly labelled: “Caution! Could be dangerous to your 

health and survival!” My contention is that the same text has been associated with the 

genesis of patriarchy, which affects not only women in the West but also women in 

general. The reason, Johnston (1984:447) offers, is that: “Reflecting the patriarchal 

cultures in which the scriptural books were formed, the predominant biblical metaphors 

for God are taken from male experience, with God being depicted as father, warrior, 

jealous husband, king.”  

 

A basic comparison of various Bible translations of this text already indicates the 

variety of inherent ideological standpoints and consciousness. For example, one can 

see the controversy among scholars on the different translations and meanings of the 

word מלצ  (Miller 1972; Jonsson 1988). This illustrates the differing ideological and 

dogmatic purposes with which scholars read the biblical text and the differing methods 

of study which relate to these purposes.  

 

In the structure of Genesis 1:26-28, the P source describes events of the sixth day of 

God’s creative act and the divine decree. In verse 28, the command given to human 

beings has an additional verb שבכ . For practical etymological purposes, the verb שבכ  

has a similar meaning to הדר  and it means “to subdue”: 

 

26ai  Customary P introduction ( רמאיו םיהלא  ) where God utters the creative 

word. 
26aiib  Decision to create human beings ( השענ םדא  ) together with their  

  determination or mandate ( הדר ). 
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27  Creation of human beings with two more detailed characteristics ( מלצ  

(image) and תומד  (likeness) of God) 

28 Again human beings are given determination or mandate ( הדר  and שׁבכ ). 
 

The creation of humanity happens on day six and is regarded as the climax of creation 

(Brueggemann 1982a:31; Matthews 1996:160). However, Habel (2011:26) indicates 

that “Genesis 1:26-28 breaks the basic story pattern of Genesis 1:1-2:4a and violates 

the role of the main character of the account.” According to Habel, the structure and 

flow of Genesis 1:1-25 is archetypical of origin myths of the ANE. It appears that in 

most of the ANE cosmogonies, human beings are created as a matter of divine council 

and to serve the gods (Frymer-Kensky 1977:149; Hasel 1972:16; Westermann 

1974:50). In Genesis 1:26, did םיהלא  require the approval and consent of other gods 

to create humans? There is no consensus among scholars with regards to the notion 

of divine council alluded to in Genesis 1:26.  

 

A major variance with ANE cosmogonies in the P source is that human beings are not 

created as a result of a fight of among gods. Instead, human beings are created out 

of a proclamation and in the divine image and likeness ( תומד  and מלצ ) and to have 

dominion ( הדר ). Hess (1995:45) concludes that “Humanity's creation in God's image 

forms the most significant difference between the Genesis account and Mesopotamian 

creation stories.” We can locate a matrix of established interrelatedness in Genesis 

1:26-28: (i) Between human beings and םיהלא  in that they have been created in his 

מלצ ; (ii) Between human beings as male and female; and (iii) Between human beings 

and all living things in that they must הדר  over these living creatures.  
 

5.3.3 Etymology and intertextual analysis of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 
 

According to Robert (2008:55), “For both structural and cognitive reasons, natural 

languages are characterised by their plasticity, by the ease with which the 

representations borne by the units composing them are subject to change.” Robert 

describes a notion in general linguistics called semantic change. As we look at the 
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meaning of הדר , it is important to note that from the perspective of semantic change, 

words and concepts evolve over time and continue to acquire new meaning to the 

extent that their cognates across space and time will have different meanings. It is 

remarkable that, in addition, new words may enter a language, sometimes replacing 

other words. Further, the meaning of biblical words, concepts and constructs is an 

area of heavily contested debate because words carry different dimensions in their 

usage such as in their literary, historical and theological applications. 

 

I begin by assuming that in Genesis 1:1-2:4a, the P source used words, terms, 

concepts and constructs with the full expectation that his/her audience will 

comprehend them without deploying the tools of exegesis as we do several centuries 

years later. The starting point of many classical commentaries and exegetical studies 

on Genesis 1:26-28 concentrate on linguistics, syntax, semantics, morphology and 

meaning of words, terms and concepts. The term הדר  appears twice in verses 26 and 

28, respectively. In both instances the word is translated as “have dominion over.” 

Beisner (1997:103) notes that “the verbs הדר  and שׁבכ  of Genesis 1:28 convey a 

violent and forceful dominion.” 

 

In the English literal translation, the basic meaning of the Hebrew verb הדר  is “to rule,” 

“have dominion over,” “tread down” and “subjugate.” I opine that “have dominion over” 

is problematic because it is immediately confused with “domination,” “conquering,” 

“commanding” or “enslaving.” Another problem is that a discourse consideration of 

etymological meaning in the traditional and direct word-for-word translation of biblical 

terms and concepts can lead to the misinterpretation of the primary intention of the 

text. Barr (1972:22) and Middleton (2005:51) refute the strong expression of הדר . They 

rather link it to kingship in that it is used to describe a peaceful royal activity. Lohfink 

(1994a:12) suggests that הדר  envisions “the domestication of animals in all spheres 

of reality.” These wide semantic shades of the meaning of הדר  must be seen positively 

because it allows for various conceptions and interpretations that underpin human 

relationships with the created things and the world.  
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It is not my intention to engage in a comprehensive analysis of post-colonial critique 

of Genesis 1:28 given the limited space. Post-colonial biblical studies involve a wide 

variety of practices, strategies and perspectives (Sugirtharajah 1998b:15; Punt 

2003:61). However, a few comments will suffice to demonstrate that the interpretation 

of הדר  is indeed problematic in the context of post-independence Africa. I agree with 

Segovia’s (1998:51) definition of post-colonial biblical critique as a reflection on 

“colonialism from the vantage point of a situation where imperialism and colonialism 

have come – by and large but by no means altogether so – to a formal end but remain 

very much at work in practice, as neoimperialism and neocolonialism.” 

 

From an African post-colonial perspective, Assohoto and Ngewa (2006) depart from 

the previous destructive colonial meaning of הדר . They acknowledge that, “Our fellow 

human beings bear the image of the Creator and thus are not to be dominated but to 

be served” (Assohoto & Ngewa 2006:11). With the backdrop of the impact of colonial 

tendencies of exploitation of oil and the larger economic context of the Niger Delta in 

which there has been substantial environmental pollution and ecological degradation, 

it is understandable that Assohoto and Ngewa would introduce the idea of ruling 

through service. Ahiamadu (2010:101) also suggests that “Their rule was to be 

exercised in a humane and responsible manner only over other living creatures, but 

not at all over fellow human beings because these are made in the image of God.”  

 

Ukpong (2004b:83-88) is emphatic and rejects the idea that הדר  includes the licence 

to exploit nature and asks for a re-reading of Genesis 1:28. The Nigerian scholarship 

is an example of post-colonial critical hermeneutics seeking to evolve the meaning of 

הדר  in order to deal with specific issues of exploitation of oil fields and environmental 

damage. Dube (1992:121) also deplores post-colonial critical hermeneutics and raises 

suspicion that “the meaning of both הדר  and שׁבכ  in Genesis 1:28 may have been used 

to justify neo-colonialism and neo-imperialism.”  

 

Beyond the etymological definition of biblical words, concepts and constructs, one can 

engage also in an intertextual, cross-reference and comparative analysis of the use of 

similar words and concepts in other Old Testament texts. There are many uses of 
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intertextuality in biblical studies (Childs 2003; Hepner 2001; Moyise 2002). The basic 

assumption, according to Fewell (1992:17), is that “all texts are embedded in a larger 

web of related texts, bounded only by human culture and language itself.” In other 

words, we can cross-reference other texts where הדר  is used to help understand its 

meaning. Words, concepts and constructs belong in language, which in turn belongs 

to the culture of a people. No biblical concept or construct is an island. Indeed, the 

meanings of words evolves over time and acquire new nuances. Suffice to state that 

in its extent, variety and influence, the concept of human rule over creation 

encapsulated in הדר  and its synonyms embrace wide semantic shades of meaning 

and conception throughout the Old Testament, as shown below. In presenting the 

following brief analysis of the extent of the various applications of הדר , the intention is 

always to look for hermeneutical insight.  

 

The Holiness Code in Leviticus 25:43 (cf. vv. 46, 53) vehemently reproaches several 

times those who use הדר  on fellow human beings, “You shall not הדר  them with 

harshness but shall fear your God.” In Isaiah 14:2 and 1 Kings 5:30; 9:23, הדר  is 

connected to slavery. A more graphic depiction of הדר  is found in Joel 3:13, “Come, 

הדר  the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats overflow…” In Psalm 72, the verb 

הדר  is used to express a promise to King Solomon to reign over all kingdoms. Prophet 

Joel called the people to physically crush the grapes (Wilkinson 1980:209). In both 

Isaiah 45:1 (cf. Is 41:2) and Psalm 144:2, הדר  means subjugation and oppression in a 

one-sided political action (Vawter 1977:60). Several other Old Testament passages 

also use the verb or noun הדר  to refer to having “dominion over” (1 Ki 4:24; 1 Chr 18:3; 

Neh 9:28 and Ps 8:6). Valuable as the intertextual studies are from the perspective of 

linguistics, “they notoriously yield inconclusive results” (Middleton 2005:45). 

 

What insights and conclusions can we draw from the above? The first insight is that 

having considered the etymological meaning of הדר , the inescapable fact is that in 

most of these etymological meanings, הדר  came to signify the power, control and 

authority of a human being or group of human beings over another and over nature. 

The question is, could הדר  be an obvious ideological expression for oppression, 
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occupation of lands belonging to others, colonising and ruling other people? According 

to Hiebert (1996:157), “ הדר  regularly occurs to describe control and power executed 

by kings over their subjects and foes.” In other words, the literal and etymological 

meaning could negatively influence how we understand ourselves as human beings 

and how we think of ourselves in relation to God, to other humans and to the world 

around us.  

 

The second insight emerges from the theological understanding of הדר  as “dominion 

mandate.” Many have expressed their dismay at the concept of “dominion mandate” 

and the way the West’s Judeo-Christian tradition has permitted and advocated for its 

interpretation (Quinn 1992:74). We can assume that from antiquity, ancient Israelite 

worldview would not have regarded as an approval from God to humans to exploit or 

destroy nature. Verses 3-25 do not suggest any form of chaos, violence or imbalance 

in creation. Therefore, the curious mind ought to ask why the application of the concept 

of הדר  as found in Genesis 1:26-28 has remained problematic. 

 

5.4 RELIGIO-CULTURAL CONTEXT OF GENESIS 1:1-2:4A  

 

Every book, pericope, verse and word we find in the Bible was written at a particular 

time in history and in certain socio-religious and political circumstances. Therefore, by 

setting that social location, we can gain more significant insight and deeper knowledge 

into the meaning and use of words, concepts and constructs. It has almost become a 

standard procedure that the first historical questions to be answered when 

approaching the issue of creation narratives in Genesis is the source and background 

of references to creation. The goal of this sub-section is to attempt to sketch the religio-

cultural embeddedness of Genesis 1:1-2:4a.  

 

It is assumed that religion and culture belong together in a close relationship in most 

communities. Religion and language are considered influential components of culture. 

The relationship between language and its religio-cultural context is a research 

discipline on its own. For purposes of this study, it is critical to mention that biblical 

language also has its religio-cultural context and it must be understood in order to 
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understand its words, concepts and constructs. The religio-cultural context that 

spawned the P corpus is necessary for understanding Genesis 1:1-2:4a, otherwise, 

this work would be, in the words of Van Dyk (1994:7), “like a painting whose 

background and foreground have been erased so that the proportions and 

perspectives are obscure.”  

 

This is the reason that biblical scholarship has for more than a century “read the 

Hebrew creation account in Genesis 1 in the light of parallels from Mesopotamia 

(particularly Enūma Elišh)” (Johnston 2008:178). The emergence of comparative 

literature on the discourse of parallels from Mesopotamia is far too extensive to 

attempt to articulate here. Hess (1994) presents a decent summary in his “One 

Hundred Fifty Years of Comparative Studies on Genesis 1-11.” The dating of some of 

the sources reveal that the discourse covers the past century (Gunkel 1984; Hasel 

1974; Lambert 1965; Millard 1967). Notably, it includes the work of archaeologists as 

well as those who have introduced new sociological and anthropological paradigms in 

biblical interpretation (Gottwald 1979; Mendenhall 1962).  

 

Grenz (2000:37) affirms the commonly held observation that “to be human means to 

be embedded in culture.” It is valuable to consider the larger religio-cultural 

circumstances of the phenomelogical conception of Genesis 1:1-2:4a to avoid 

misreading terms, concepts, constructs and motifs therein. Parker (1994:229) cautions 

that “All literature, including religious literature and specifically the Bible, uses 

conventions and traditions even when it is adapting or resisting them.”  

 

5.4.1 Cosmogonies of the ancient Near East 
 

In the following sub-section, I set out the ANE religio-cultural context of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a. Keel (1978:7) opines that “only when this rich environment has been 

systematically included in the study of the Old Testament do Old Testament 

conventionalities and originalities clearly emerge.” Cosmologies and worldviews 

influence the way human beings see the universe and how they construct their social 

reality (Conradie 2006b:41-42). In other words, we can uncover the ideological roots 

of a community by studying their cosmologies and worldviews. By way of introduction 
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to the subject of cosmologies, Chapple (1988:147) states that “cosmology orients us. 

It provides us a place withint the unverse, a home where our story can be told in such 

a way that it makes sense to ourselves and the people with whom we live.” According 

to Barbour (1989:128) “cosmologies locate human life within a cosmic order across 

which the moral fibre of society is often woven.” With reference to the religio-cultural 

context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, the people of the ANE also used cosmologies in line with 

the observations of Chapple and Barbour above. Their cosmologies not only 

interpreted the past but also provided, guided and shaped their future as well. In fact, 

Brueggemann (1978:39) suggests that biblical creation narratives served the royal 

propaganda during the reign of Solomon. 

 

I proceed from the assumption that there is a manifest relationship between Israel and 

the oriental environment because “Israelite cosmology exhibits an extensive 

agreement with the general ideas of the ancient world on the subject…” (Eichrodt 

1985:93). My brief comments on the plausible textual findings of comparative studies 

will be based on the work of various specialists and their translated works. 

Comparative studies are not an end in themselves. It is critically important to show the 

distinct character of Israelite belief in creation. I should also add that ANE 

cosmogonies are complex texts in their own right marked by significant narrative 

dynamics and therefore should not be oversimplified for the purpose of comparing 

them with Genesis 1:1-2:4a. However, there is value in comparative studies of 

parallels with the ANE because the comparison gives us “potential genetic 

relationships between various texts and clarifies the history and development of 

various ideas” (Chambers 2017:10). According to Barton (1996:8), the benefit of the 

comparative studies is “the ability to recognise the conventions and genre of a text—

its language-game—and, as a result, to be able to pose appropriate interpretive 

questions to the text.” 

 

It is not my goal to discuss what collection of literature in particular make for 

appropriate comparisons although two factors, geographical and chronological 

nearness (Chambers 2017:12) seem to determine relevance of comparative material. 

I also do not intend to discuss in detail the various permutations of the discourse of 

comparative studies because that ground has been and continues to be well-covered 
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(Carter & Meyers 1996; Clements 1991; Faust 2011; Gottwald 1979). Jonker 

(2005:640) confirms that “The biblical writings did not originate in a vacuum – concrete 

historical, political, social, economic, and religious-cultic contexts brought forth the 

biblical writings.” Jonker’s statement reflects the consensus among scholars that 

comparative studies have a legitimate and critical role within biblical studies. 

According to Brown (2010:21): 

 
Instead of creating their accounts ex nihilo, the composers of Scripture developed 
their traditions in dialogue with some of the great religious traditions of the 
surrounding cultures, particularly those originating from Mesopotamia and Egypt, as 
well as those of their more immediate Canaanite neighbours. 

 

The influence of the ancient Near Eastern myths on the creation myth of Genesis has 

been widely acknowledged (Averbeck 2004; Dalley 2000; Gunkel 2006; Hendel 2005) 

and the conclusion is that Genesis creation narratives are not original. As far as 

Israel’s connection with the ANE is concerned, Averbeck (2004:331) recognises that 

“…the Israelites were ancient Near Easterners themselves. Ancient Israel was not a 

cultural tabula rasa. Certain common cultural foundations were well known across that 

world, and Israel was no exception.” 

 

5.4.1.1 The epic of Enūma Elišh and Mesopotamian cosmic order 

 

The best-known parallels to Genesis 1:1-2:4a are from Mesopotamia. Comparative 

studies have identified three Mesopotamian cosmogonies namely the Babylonian 

creation epic or Enūma Elišh, the Akkadian epic of Atrahasis and the epic of 

Gilgamesh from the Sumerian side. For purposes of comparative demonstration of the 

specific motif of the creation order, this sub-section will concentrate on the Enūma 

Elišh.  

 

The Enūma Elišh, being the closest parallel on numerous points of contact such as 

style and substance, is the longest known cosmogony from Mesopotamia. Since its 

publication in 1876 by George Smith, Enūma Elišh has enjoyed widespread 

application in the study of Genesis 1:1-2:4a cosmology. Speiser (1981:9-13) remarks 

that “There is not only a striking correspondence in various details, but – what is even 

more significant – the order of events is the same…” According to Leeming (2004:51), 
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“the Enūma Elišh takes its form and content from a first millennium BCE text tablet 

found in Assur, Nineveh, Kish and Uruk.” The epic of Enūma Elišh was recited annually 

as a cultic re-enactment of ‘new creation’ (Anderson 1987:29; Frankfort & Frankfort 

1946:7). The recitation was done in honour of the key figure, the young god Marduk 

who had been raised to the top of the pantheon of gods. 

 

In the following explication, I will make use of excerpts from Foster (1997) as well as 

Talon (2005) but Heidel (1963:129) provides a persuasive comprehensive translation 

and tabulation of Enūma Elišh and Genesis. The opening statement of the Enūma 

Elišh is of immediate interest from the perspective of a comparative analysis with 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a because the primordial situation is described in terms of 

nothingness:  

 

When on high no name was given to heaven, 

Nor below was the netherworld called by name, 

Primeval Apsu was their progenitor, 

And matrix-Tiamat was she who bore them all…  

 

Another relevant theme found in Enūma Elišh is that creation happens as an outcome 

of a conflict. Walton (2008:49) defines this cognitive context of divine conflict as 

‘theomachy’ and makes a case for a theomachy motif in biblical poetry:  

 
In the cognitive environment of the Ancient Near East, the gods become involved in 
conflict under a variety of circumstances and at various levels: among themselves 
on an individual or corporate level, with entities or nonentities representing threat, or 
with humans.  

 

Thus, creation from chaos is a signature of the Babylonian epic. With Marduk’s victory 

in the battle against one of Tiamat’s conspirators, the heavens and earth were created 

(Foster 1997:339). The blood of Qingu is used to create human beings and, thereafter, 

human beings are then charged with doing the work of gods (Foster 1997:400-401): 

 

They imposed the punishment on him (Qingu – A.D.) 

and shed his blood. 

From his blood he made mankind, 
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He imposed the burden of the gods and exempted the gods. 

After Ea the wise had made mankind, 

They imposed the burden of the gods on them! 

 

It seems to me that in thematic comparison, both the Enūma Elišh and Genesis 1:1-

2-4a are concerned with ordering the universe. The cosmic order is determined when 

Marduk sets the months of the year, the moon and the clouds (Foster 1997:399):  

 

He established (in) constellations the stars, their likenesses. 

He marked the year, described its boundaries, 

He set up twelve months of three stars each… 

He made the moon appear, entrusted (to him) the night. 

He assigned to him the crown jewel of night-time 

To mark the day (of the month) …  

 

Van Dyk (2001:38) says: “this epic was very important because ancient Mesopotamian 

people lived in fear of battles between the cosmic order and chaos that persistently 

threatened life on earth.” In other words, every new year, the battle against chaos is 

won again and the universe is renewed with cosmic harmony and order. Brown 

(2010:22) claims that “the Enūma Elišh myth was a kind of ritual ideology to sustain 

Babylonian hegemony throughout the ruled land and to re-settle the world order.”  

 

Many scholars argue that the ancient Near Eastern myth of Gilgamesh Epic, the 

Enūma Elišh predate the Genesis accounts and that Genesis exhibited some sort of 

literary dependence on Enūma Elišh (Blenkinsopp 1992; Boadt 1984; Kizhakkeyil 

2009). Gunkel rejects Wellhausen’s notion that Genesis 1:1-2:4a is a “free 

construction” of an exilic author. Instead, Gunkel maintains that “the Priestly 

writer...has reshaped traditional material according to the sensibility of his era” (Gunkel 

2006:6). Speiser (1964:9) also maintains that “the present version of P should go back 

directly to old Mesopotamian material, especially Enūma Elišh, ‘Mesopotamia’s 

canonical version of cosmic origins.”  
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There is a consensus view that the P author was "acquainted with the creation-myths 

of the polytheistic religions of Egypt and Mesopotamia" (Vawter 1956:38) or put 

differently, “Genesis 1 either used the Babylonian creation story, Enūma Elišh, or at 

least is generally dependent on Mesopotamian traditions” (Wenham 1987:8). 

According to Frahm (2013:101), however, “It seems almost impossible that the 

Judeans who had been deported by Nebuchadnezzar II in 597 and 586 BCE would 

not have encountered the epic during their exile in Babylon.” 

 

We can come to some conclusions at this point. Genesis I: I-2:4a has its predecessors 

in the ANE. It is valid to suggest that the P source was acquainted with his/her larger 

socio-cultural context and that the P material used mythic concepts, conventions and 

motifs common throughout the ANE. Speiser (1981:) claims that, “It is immaterial 

whether the transmission was accomplished directly or through some intermediate 

channel.” Some of these generic ANE creation mythic features are summarised in 

Westermann’s (1992:26-47) fourfold division of creation type: (1) creation by birth or 

by a succession of births; (2) creation through struggle; (3) creation as fashioning, 

making or forming; (4) creation through utterance.  

 

What is critical is that it appears that the P source made a complete departure from 

the original cosmogonies to preserve Israel’s overall worldview of reality as well as 

cultural and religious beliefs. I am inclined to follow Gunkel’s (2006:82) three-step 

process of how the Babylonian myth of Enūma Elišh was transformed and 

enculturated into Israel’s religio-cultural reality. He says: (1) The Babylonian myth is 

transferred to Israel; (2) There it loses many of its mythological elements and nearly 

all of its polytheistic elements; (3) In Genesis 1 it was, as far as possible, completely 

Judaized. Middleton (1994b:261) describes the context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a as follows:  

 
It has long been recognized that Genesis 1 likely contains a polemic against ancient 
Near Eastern polytheism, replacing the bloody battle of the gods found in the Enūma 
Elišh with the serene, unchallenged rule of Yahweh… Genesis 1 may also be read 
as polemical against ancient Near Eastern notions of being human and, by 
extension, against the use of such notions to legitimate an oppressive social order. 

 

First, in Genesis 1, there is only םיהלא  who gives command—through a spoken word 

and order is created (Moberly 2009:52; Von Rad 1972:49). There are not many gods. 
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Although םיהלא  is in the plural form, the consensus is that the plural form does not 

suggest numeral plurality. The P source does not depict creation either by birth or by 

struggle (McBride 2000:9). However, it would be remiss of me not to mention Gunkel’s 

idea of Chaoskampf, which was first published in his Schöpfung und Chaos in Urzeit 

und Endzeith: Eine religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung über Gen. 1 and Ap. Jon 12 

in 1895.32 Gunkel used the mythological motif of Chaoskampf, which is represented 

as the battle against chaotic agents by divine representatives of order, as his main 

hypothesis. According to Von Rad (1972:49), the P author depicts creation of order 

from chaos.  

 

Gunkel made a new connection between Genesis 1 and the Enūma Elišh and noted 

that in both instances, there is a battle which results in an act of creation. In sum, he 

showed that multiple references to this creation motif could be found also in some of 

the Psalms and prophetic passages where combat with forces of chaos (dragon or 

sea) is evident (Ramantswana 2014:555-556). He indicated that traces of the same 

motif could be found in the creation account in Genesis 1:1-2:4a. To date, Gunkel’s 

Chaoskampf motif remains controversial. It has been subjected to numerous reviews 

some of which have led to its immediate rejection. Tsumura (2005:143) argues that 

“The background of the Genesis creation story has nothing to do with the so-called 

Chaoskampf myth of the Mesopotamian type, as preserved in the Babylonian 

‘creation’ myth Enūma Elišh.” 

 

In contrast to the conflict motif, Westermann (1994:106) and Walton (2008:55) 

observe that the P source has not employed a theomachy motif in this cosmogony. 
The P source chooses to depict creation by command and by fashioning or forming. 

Therefore, the P source contextualises his/her version of cosmogony in a polemical 

manner according to some scholars (Childs 1962:42-43; Hasel 1972:20-21; McKenzie 

1966: 101-102). Thus, Genesis 1:1-2:4a is basically different from the mythological 

cosmologies of the ANE. Hasel (1972:20) explains that:  

 
32 Gunkel’s work was originally published in German and subsequently translated as Creation and 
chaos in the primeval era and the eschaton: a religio-historical study of Genesis 1 and Revelation 
12 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006). An abridged edition is Gunkel, H 1984. "The influence of 
Babylonian mythology upon the biblical creation story," in Anderson, BW (ed), Creation in the Old 
Testament IRT 6; (ed). Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 25-52. 



 202 
 

Genesis 1 exhibits in a number of critical instances a sharply antimythical polemic. 
With a great many safeguards, he employs certain terms and motifs, partly taken 
from his ideologically incompatible predecessors and partly chosen in contrast to 
comparable concepts in ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies and fills them in his own 
usage with new meaning consonant with his aim and worldview. 

 

Thus, biblical scholars are justified in making comparative parallels with the ancient 

Near East texts because these texts offer an extrinsic reference to the creation 

narrative (Briggs & Lohr 2010:115). They have a valuable and legitimate function and 

can be used to illuminate our understanding of the social reality of ancient Israel as 

well as the biblical text itself. However, such an exercise has its own limitations. While 

recognising their value, we must admit that ancient Near Eastern texts are complex in 

themselves, served a different purpose and are limited in terms of what they can fulfil 

with respect to the interpretation of biblical texts. With this brief overview of the religio-

cultural context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, I now turn to the genre and the general function 

of mythic language of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. 

 

5.4.2 Genre of Genesis 1:1-2:4a  
 

Before I take a general look at the very broad literary and socio-political and historical 

context of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, I offer a general reflection. Scholars from various 

disciplines continue to show that there is a broad geographical and chronological 

spread of myths of origins of the world and of human beings. These are found across 

the world and throughout the history of humanity. There are as many definitions of 

myth as there are scholars and their disciplines (Smith 1994). The same could be said 

of the interpretations and functions of myths. Van Dyk (2005:863) observes that there 

is a deficiency because “Old Testament scholars often failed to properly define myths 

in terms of their function.”  

 

The concept of myth, however, is loaded with connotations. There are endless 

interpretations and functions of myths (Rosman & Rubel 1981:205-209). My 

observation is that scholarship ends up in a tangle of unclear or unhelpful definitions 
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and confused explanations about the function of myths.33 Thus, after centuries of 

discussion, scholars have been unable to arrive at a relatively clear definition of myth 

(Dundes 1996:147). Smith (2009:241) laments that “It is a pity that a word such as 

‘myth,’ which has been so useful in the discussion of religious literature, should act as 

a barrier between scholars rather than a means of enriching mutual understanding.”  

 

I will try to avoid such confusion and combine John Paul II’s (1997:91) definition “An 

archaic way of expressing a deeper content [...] expressed in terms of the world [...] 

what is beyond the world” with that of Groenewald (2006:912), which states that “a 

myth is a story of content that has been passed down by tradition by a community over 

time.” From time immemorial, people have speculated about how the world began. 

This is common in all human societies (Eliade 1974).  

 

According to Moye (1990:579), the opening chapters of the book of Genesis have a 

mixture of various genres and traditions. How does one explain this mixture of genres? 

All human responses to socio-political, religious, scientific and economic phenomena 

or events (natural, supernatural, artificial, human-made and even bogus) come in all 

manner of expressions, characters and intensity. The entire Bible is a mixture of 

genres, literary styles, means of expressions and tools of explanation, each 

functioning uniquely within its context of composition with an ideological function and 

purpose (Moye 1990:588). As in all social discourses, interpreting a biblical text is a 

means to a communicative end. Experience teaches us that human response to 

events can make use of various literary instruments, poetic expressions and genres. 

Havea and Lau (2020:2) stress that: “Human responses come in many shapes and 

temperaments. Some responses affirm and endorse, some challenge and resist, some 

ridicule and reject, some rewrite and unravel, some sidestep and ignore, and some 

offer a different mix of the abovementioned responses.”  

 

If every human culture has its own myths and accompanying symbolism, then, there 

must be value in the use of myths (Groenewald 2006: 914-916). Thus, the Bible, 

history, tradition, dogmas and doctrines are the expression of human responses, 

 
33 For a summary of ideas, definitions and viewpoints, see Van Dyk, PJ 2005. Mythical linkage and 
Mythical Frameworks. Old Testament Essays 18/3, 863-878. 
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reactions and polemical gestures to all manner of events and experiences. Amit (2000: 

vii) makes a pertinent observation that “…polemics in biblical literature reveal direction 

and positions concerning controversial issues…” Seeing biblical texts as a response 

is in itself an invitation by the text to delve more into its socio-political and historical 

contexts. It is therefore prudent that we approach the genre of Genesis 1:26-28 as a 

response to something.  

It is important also to know what type of literature Genesis 1:1-2:4a is. Middleton 

(2005:61-62) argues that to fully grasp the significance of the genre of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a, “…requires of us to go beyond the text of Genesis 1:26-28 to the shared symbolic 

world that Genesis 1:1-2:4a participates in and draws upon.” This is an important view 

because in my opinion, genre triggers a reading perspective and strategy. Barton’s 

(1996:16) assertion that “it is impossible to understand any text without at least an 

implicit recognition of the genre to which it belongs” is also worth mentioning here. 

 

Although the genre of Genesis 1:1-2:4a remains open to debate, much consensus has 

been achieved in terms of the designation of the genre of Genesis 1:1-2:4a as myth 

and cosmogony (Boorer 2016; Jenson 1992; Lohfink 1994b; Westermann 1984). 

According to Blenkinsopp (2011:31), “Genesis 1 belongs to the genre of cosmogony... 

and ancient cosmogonic myths in that culture area begin by describing the way it was 

at the time of the first creation, only then to proceed to the creation itself…” 

Blenkinsopp (2011:31) goes on to describe the Enūma Elišh a as “the canonical 

Babylonian creation myth” (ibid). Habel (2011:29) also describes the genre of Genesis 

1-11 as “‘myth,’ namely the ‘origin myths’ and ‘catastrophe myths’.” 

 

For Gunkel (1984:44), the Genesis creation story “is merely the Judaic reworking of 

much older traditional material that originally must have been considerably 

mythological in nature.” This mythographic background was the cognitive 

environment, conceptual worldview or common cultural heritage shared by many 

communities of the ANE. Brown (2010:22) describes this cultural heritage noting that 

“many of these traditions constituted what could be called the cultural ‘canon’ of Near 

Eastern antiquity, and it was in relation to them that ancient Israel developed its own.” 
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Thus, Genesis 1:1-2:4a should be approached as a myth, which derives its meaning 

in terms of its function within a larger mythological framework.  

 
5.4.3 Functions of mythic language 
 

Mythology and its symbolism have surrounded and accompanied humanity since its 

very beginning. Perhaps it is not too bold to state that mythology and its symbolism 

are at the foundation of humanity, shaping it and helping it to develop and to bloom 

over time. Myths helped people to survive, gave them a purpose and created 

background for morals and values. These myths cover a wide spectrum of human 

experiences, from creation to death and “they address the emotional, aesthetic, and 

moral aspects of life” (Doty 2000:61). It should therefore not surprise us that the Bible 

contains many stories couched in mythological language as it was the case with other 

nations of the ANE (Schökel 1970:153).34  

 

Among the Batswana, as it is with most African peoples, myth takes the form of a story 

whose purpose is to articulate and communicate traditional worldviews. Myths are 

beliefs (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983:283, 263), which are not lies but rather imaginative 

patterns and configurations of interpretation (Migley 2014:1) that bind people together. 

“Myths are not lies. Nor are they detached stories. They are imaginative patterns, 

networks of power symbols that suggest ways of interpreting the world. They shape 

its meaning” (Migley 2014:1). As a matter of preference, I take Hawthorne’s (2017:248) 

description as more relevant to this study. He states: “Myths are, therefore, a 

significant mechanism through which identities, moral frameworks, and social 

arrangements are established and disseminated throughout a community.” From my 

personal African experience, myths have been used to communicate religious ideas, 

build community pride and social cohesion, serve aetiological purposes and even form 

part of entertainment.  

 

 
34 Several other Old Testament books contain stories set in antiquity expressing content that has been 
passed down for generations. Typically, these texts would involve supernatural characters expressing 
material in terms of what is beyond the world. See Von Balthsar, HU 1986. Glory to the Lord. San 
Fransisco, CA: Ignatius; Wyatt, N 2005. The mythic mind. London: Equinox. 
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The genre of myth stands as a vehicle of expression of societal values and a medium 

of ideological information. I agree with Gous and Van Heerden (2006:178) that the P 

source is concerned with “creation of meaning after a major disaster [the exile].” Evers 

(1995:1) also maintains that as a myth, “Genesis 1 urges Israel to maintain the 

established order in both nature and society.” In her foreword to her study of hidden 

polemics in biblical narratives, Amit (2000: xi) observes that “The operating 

assumption of this book is that biblical literature is ideological.” The question of 

whether Genesis 1:1-2:4a is a myth or not is not as important as its socio-ideological 

purpose if one considers Amit’s argument above. The extent to which biblical texts are 

found to be socio-ideological productions and products of a specific social practice is 

undisputed. We now know that biblical texts are historically and contextually 

conditioned. To give a sense of the argument, I would say that the P source is not 

concerned with the production of the text of the creation narrative as an end in itself. 

Based on the earlier argument that biblical texts are a response to ancient Israel’s 

existential concerns, we can hypothesise that the P source is saying something and 

more importantly, he/she is generating a version of social reality that he/she wants to 

portray. 

 

To avoid getting bogged down in endless philosophical and semantic debates about 

the truth-value of myth, I shall approach the P creation narrative as a form of speech 

and a human response or reaction that has concrete social and material context and 

needs to be interpreted from an ideological dimension. The P source used a literary 

genre of mythical symbolism as an anti-imperial polemic/protest/resistance literary 

platform to express a profound socio-political and religio-cultural worldview, a cosmic 

and social order that contrasted with Babylonian captivity. I concur with Hasel’s (1974) 

argument that the Genesis cosmology is polemical in nature. In other words, when we 

read the P source, we must be aware of its ideological stance of resistance against 

Babylonian imperialism and its polytheistic practices. The P source alludes to 

contemporary mythological ideas and then uses his/her version as an apologetic tool. 

The author overturns popular, mythical history, corrects faulty35 and perverted 

 
35 We can see this act of “correcting” when scholars attempt to identify differences between the Genesis 
1:1-2:4a and the Babylonian creation myth, Enūma Elišh. Of particular significance in this context is the 
discourse on creation versus Chaoskampf motif, which depicts creation as a battle between the Creator 
god and the forces of chaos. For further discussion and bibliography, see Anderson (1967), Tsumura 
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knowledge of the Babylonian Empire to influence ancient Israel’s conceptions of God, 

human beings and nature.  

 

In our case, the P source uses the literary genre of myth as a mechanism to react or 

respond to religion-cultural and political concerns emanating from the Babylonian 

captivity. Instead of the traditional negative “dominion mandate,” הדר  in Genesis 1:26-

28 could be a certain type of positive ideological commissioning and establishment of 

universal harmony and social arrangements under the imperial domination.  

 

5.5 IMPERIAL AND SOCIO-POLITICAL LOCATION OF THE PRIESTLY CORPUS  

 

For purposes of reconstructing the socio-political and historical context of a biblical 

text, dating considerations cannot be ignored. The Babylonian Empire made its 

presence felt in tangible and visible ways. On the imperial location of the P corpus, 

Westermann (1974:11) clarifies the extent of its precarious social reality, saying: “Out 

of the questioning of threatened man in a threatened world arose the question about 

the beginning and end, about coming into existence and ceasing to exist… The 

background was an existential, not an intellectual problem.” 

 

From the end of the 19th century until the present, Old Testament scholarship has 

maintained that Genesis 1-2:4a is a postexilic product which came into being during 

the Babylonian exile or later (Ceresko 1992; Haran 1981; Speiser 1964; Tullock 1981 

and especially Julius Wellhausen).36 Having identified the social location of the origin 

of the P source, it is now necessary that we approach the P source as a response to 

existential concerns of ancient Israel. For the purpose of understanding the imperial 

 
(1989; 2005) and Watson (2005). Nonetheless, the tension between creation and the Chaoskampf motif 
remains unresolved (Routledge 2010).  
 
36 Although the sixth century date for the ‘Priestly Source’ remains dominant in scholarship, there are 
arguments for an earlier or even a much later dating. These include those of Davidson (1973), Hurvitz 
(1974), who uses the growing linguistic and grammatical evidence and Zevit (1982), who argues on 
socio-religious grounds for a non-exilic/post-exilic dating of the P source. Haran (1981:321) warns that  
“Anyone who moves this source back to the preexilic period, imposes on himself the obligation to write 
the biblical history practically anew.” 
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social location, Farisani’s (2004) important observations about the religious and socio-

economic conditions of the Babylonian exiles is helpful. 

 

One of the major assumptions of this thesis is that Old Testament texts are conceptual 

literary creations and ideological responses to real-life concerns of ancient Israel. To 

understand the concept of biblical texts as conceptual literary creations and ideological 

responses to real-life concerns, one must first explain social location and its 

importance in the construction of conceptual literary creations. The historic context of 

the Bible in general is woven into the fabric of different imperial regimes (Gossai 

2018:1). However, the politics and dynamics of imperialism are considered 

infrequently in the interpretation of the Bible.  

 
In what follows, I attempt to explain the construct of “ideological response.” The typical 

catechetical and dogmatic teaching that suggests that the Bible is the non-ideological 

Word of God tends to hide the Bible’s human and sociological dimension (Mosala 

1989:7). In other words, an impression is often created that the Bible only addresses 

issues of spiritual nature and, as such, overlooks the corpus conditions and social 

forces behind biblical texts. To understand the meaning of any biblical text is not an 

easy task. However, to make the task easier, one must avoid approaching biblical 

texts themselves as only autonomous of the community of origin and therefore 

essentially ahistorical and only serving spiritual, dogmatic and idealistic purposes. 

According to Farisani (2010:507), “…each and every text in the Bible is the product of 

its socio-historical context…” If we start approaching the Bible as a response to real-

life concerns, we can come up with some very interesting and engaging readings of 

the Bible.  

 

Biblical texts were written from/for religious, socio-political and communal experiences 

of ancient Israel. For that purpose, the Priestly author made use of commonly known 

literary tool of myth and its symbolism using words, terms and concepts to 

communicate his/her ideological intentions. Modern biblical scholarship is unanimous 

that biblical texts themselves are rooted in the situation of real people of Israel and 

consider issues that threaten their existence within various socio-political and 

historical contexts (Gottwald & Horsley 1993). Habel (1995:15) writes that “texts are a 
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production that is part of the social and political process that reflects the ideology of 

the proponents.” I therefore propose that Genesis 1:1-2:4a should be approached and 

interpreted as an ideological response to real existential concerns faced by ancient 

Israel during and in the aftermath of Babylonian captivity. Havea and Lau (2020:2) 

assert that “We read texts as responses to something.”  

 

Therefore, we can discount the possibility that the P source sat in some remote island 

in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea or in the Negev desert writing a speculative 

and dogmatic treatise on the mystery of creation; that could not have been the case 

with the Priestly source. Instead, it can be argued with great certainty that he/she was 

responding to some existential concerns facing ancient Israel. Eagleton (1978:101) 

affirms that: “It is literature, above all, that we observe in a peculiarly complex, 

coherent, intensive, and immediate fashion the workings of ideology in the texture of 

lived experience of class-societies.” 

 

I therefore proceed with this idea that Genesis 1:1-2:4a was not an ex-nihilo 

production. The P corpus was a response to real life situations of exile and captivity. 

In fact, Gottwald (1979) in his ground-breaking book “The Tribes of Yahweh: A 

Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250-1050 BCE,” states that biblical texts 

are the socio-political corpus of ancient Israel. Dube (2010:364) explains that, “the 

Hebrew Bible was crafted and produced in contact with Canaanites, Amorites and the 

various imperial cultures of Babylon, Assyria, Persia and Egypt.”  

 

An unparalleled transformation of culture, thought, politics and religious practice came 

about in 586 BCE when one of the most historic crises happened in the history of 

ancient Israel. Haran (1981:321) points out that “…scholarship has taken for granted 

that the P corpus is a postexilic product which came into being during the Babylonian 

exile.” Several other scholars have also dated the material to the exilic or postexilic 

period (Anderson 1994; Briggs & Lohr 2012; Ceresko 1992; Knight 1985; Speiser 

1964; Tullock 1981).  

 

Strictly speaking, the poetic and aesthetic nature of Genesis 1:1-2:4a makes 

absolutely no reference to Babylonian exile (586–538 BCE). However, the sixth 
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century timeline helps us to match other biblical texts and even extra-biblical corpus 

to know more about the socio-historical and political context of the P corpus 

(Brueggemann 1991a:4). The Babylonian exile is such an important historical moment 

that a myriad of scholars throughout the ages have written extensively on its various 

aspects (Ackroyd 1968; Boadt 1984; Farisani 2004; Wittenberg 1993; Wood 1970). 

There is a wide spectrum of opinions about the impact of the Babylonian captivity on 

Judah. While some scholars assume that Judah collapsed completely, others hold that 

it was a partial collapse (Albertz 2003; Alstola 2020; Barstad 2003). 

 

Broadly speaking, at the socio-political level, the exilic period of the late sixth to early 

fifth century BCE would be a reference to the Babylonian captivity that took place 

during the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar II around 598/587 BCE. Nebuchadnezzar II 

arrived in Jerusalem and laid siege to Jerusalem, took control of the area around 

Jerusalem and deported the members of the ruling class (Gottwald 1985:423; Soggin 

1984:25). He looted all the properties in Jerusalem and took captive King Jehoiachin’s 

family and the population of Judah, leaving only the poorest people of the land (2 Ki 

24:8-16). Everything that belonged to Judah was destroyed including the temple. 

Many people of Judah were killed and some were imprisoned including Jehoiachin (2 

Ki 25:1-21).  

 

In Jeremiah 29, the prophet writes a letter to those in exile to remain faithful to the 

teachings of the God of Zion. This happened in the context of in exile in which false 

prophets attempted to influence the exiles with their own foreign doctrines. This social 

location is also reflected in Psalm 137 where those in exile lived in sorrow and suffering 

and therefore lament to God for help. The psalmist asked them to sing the songs of 

Zion in the foreign land in remembrance of Jerusalem, which was destroyed by the 

imperial forces. Jerusalem was their citadel and even though the people of Israel were 

in captivity, they still had strong memories of and connection with their dispossessed 

land, the temple and the city of Jerusalem.  

 

From extra-biblical material, we can also understand yet another perspective of the 

social reality of exile. From the archaeological perspective, Stökl & Waerzeggers 

(2015:2) state that: 
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During the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods, the time of the Exile, Babylonia 
produced extraordinarily rich deposits of cuneiform texts, making it one of the very 
best documented epochs of ancient Mesopotamian history… The cuneiform corpus 
allows scholars to study the economy, literary traditions, practices of literacy and the 
ideologies of the host society – factors that affected those taken into Exile in variable, 
changing and multiple ways – and to conduct comparative case-studies of the 
experiences of other exiled groups living alongside the Judeans.  

  

The claim about this heinous event of Babylonian imperialism and its negative 

consequences described in many biblical texts (2 Ki 24-25; Ezk; Chr; Ezr; Neh; Ps 

137; Jr 39-43 and Lam) should not be airbrushed out of the social location of the P 

corpus. The reality of the Babylonian Empire and its omnipresent imperialism in 

Israel’s history is inescapable and indeed too overwhelming a paradigmatic reality for 

anyone to undermine. Albertz (1994:369) describes the exile as:  

 
…the most profound caesura and the most radical change. Its significance for 
subsequent history can hardly be overstated. Here the religion of Israel underwent 
its most severe crisis, but here too was laid the foundation for its most sweeping 
renewal. 

 

It is a common cause that biblical texts are the remains of both the internal struggles 

of ancient Israel and external confrontations with its surrounding cultures, religions 

and imperial forces. The Babylonian aggression forced Israel to “abandon its own 

covenantal definition of reality” (Brueggemann 1991a:4). The whole cultural, religious, 

socio-political setting is essential to appreciating Babylonian captivity conditions that 

inflected the production of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. According to Simpkins (2016:19), “The 

Babylonian exile plays a critical role in establishing Genesis 1 as a text geared toward 

combating oppression.” The social reality that emerged from a chaotic world of 

captivity necessitated an existential and corpus response which projected Israel’s 

cosmic and social order beyond Babylonian captivity. I will therefore proceed in this 

study with the imperial setting of Babylonian aggression and captivity in the late sixth 

to early fifth century BCE.  

 

It is not unreasonable to postulate that Genesis 1:1-2:4a was intentionally produced 

in response to Israel’s concerns as imperial subjects in antiquity. Therefore, we are 

not dealing with historiography, as such, but only interpretations. This suggests that 

the text tackles not just religious challenges of polytheism of the ANE but also the 
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ideology and imperial aggression of Babylon. Simply put, no historical event would go 

uninterpreted. Even catastrophic facts like ecological distortion, land degradation and 

environmental pollution are given meaning by how humans interpret them. Haran 

(1981:321) describes the corpus as “a treasure-trove of laws and concepts, a 

remarkable embodiment of an unusual conception of the world—and very much of the 

image of ancient Israel's history depends on the question of where this work is to be 

placed.”  

 

5.6 CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS AND MEANINGS ATTRIBUTED TO הדר  

 

According to Van Dyk (2009b:187) “Up to the 1980s, environmental and conservation 

issues were almost totally absent from Christian theology and worship. Even worse, 

in some cases the Christian Bible and theology were specifically blamed for the 

ecological crisis.” Since then, there have been drastic changes with environmental 

issues occupying the agenda of Christian theology. This change suggest that there 

are other possibilities of theological meanings of biblical words, concepts and 

constructs when these are carefully transformed, altered and nuanced in accordance 

with the newer paradigms and contemporary realities of the reader (Habel 2000a). 

The concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 is one such example. In the context of rising 

consternation among ecologically conscious Christians (Conradie 2006a) and as more 

people realise that human beings are not the only creatures who have the right to 

God’s creation, the meaning of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-18 has been carefully 

reconsidered.  

 

For purposes of satisfying calls for greater responsibility and accountability, 

contemporary analyses of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 is focused on stewardship within 

critically identified context of ecological crisis. What follows is what I call the inferred 

stewardship interpretation. Here, the הדר  of human beings is more akin to caretaking 

or stewardship than to negative and destructive domination. 

 

• Stewardship 
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The details of the dispute or ambiguity of the Christian roots of anthropocentrism is 

the focus here. It does matter that the history of Western Christianity has over-

emphasised the primacy of הדר  of human beings within cosmic order and that the non-

human has no purpose other than to serve humankind (Cooper 1990:41). In 

condemnation of the culture of environmental abuse that came because of the alleged 

anthropomorphic Judeo-Christian understanding of הדר , White (1967) asserts in his 

seminal article entitled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” that: 

 
Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient paganism and Asia’s religions (except, 
perhaps, Zoroastrianism), not only established a dualism of man (sic) and nature but 
also insisted that it is God’s will that man (sic) exploit nature for his proper ends.... 
Hence, we shall continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until we reject the 
Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man (sic). 

 

The general point White was making is that “Christianity is the most anthropocentric 

religion the world has ever seen,” and the understanding of הדר  as “dominion 

mandate” established a foundational dualism in the western world between humans 

and other created brings. This meaning of הדר  as “dominion mandate” supposedly 

brought about the view that gave birth to an aggressive culture of environmental 

depredation. McFague (2008:33) comes to a similar conclusion, which is that, “The 

environmental crisis is a theological problem, a problem coming from the views of God 

and ourselves that encourage or permit our destructive, unjust actions.” In other words, 

Christians were detached from the wellbeing of nature and were least concerned about 

its sustainability. Dube (2015:234) says “This posture is, of course, the result of 

dualistic and hierarchical, anthropocentric perspectives.”  

 

White’s comments have had a major influence on the interpretation of Genesis 1:26-

28 and the meaning of הדר  and it could be regarded as having set the new agenda in 

terms of contemporary and alternative meaning of הדר . Some critics attempted in 

various ways to refute White’s contention on the basis that he had misinterpreted 

Genesis 1:26-28 (Cohen 1985; Passmore 1974), saying that he was “critically 

illiterate” (Hiers 1984:45). Lloyd (1992:27) argues that "dominion is not a domination 

concept,” as misinterpreted by White. Others went to the extent of trying to reduce the 

roughness, pro-oppression, violent and destructive connotation in הדר  and suggesting 
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a much softer meaning of human responsibility and stewardship (Barr 1972; Bratton 

1984; Hezzel 2000; Westermann 1974).  

 

The noun הדר  is carefully “nuanced or altered in accordance with the caring role for 

the earth. Human dominion is understood as a delegated responsibility for the care of 

the created order under God’s authority” (Steck 1980:103). In this context, McDonagh 

(1990:119) understood the verb הדר  as a provocation to human beings “to imitate 

God’s loving kindness acting as steward in relationship with the non-human members 

of the earth community.” However, Bullmore (1998:139) argues that הדר  in Genesis 

1:26-28 refers to a more benign rule than despotic rule that dominated and exploited. 

From a catholic perspective, both Pope John Paul II (1987) and Pope Benedict XVI 

(2009) support the view that Genesis 1:26-28 does not give humans the leverage to 

exploit nature. Pope Benedict XVI (2009) states that, “Indeed, we are all called to 

exercise responsible stewardship of creation, to use resources in such a way that 

human beings and the environment should mirror the creative love of God.” 

 

The altered or inferred meaning of הדר  to suggest environmental stewardship has 

come under attack for its implicit form of anthropocentrism and “the hidden motif of 

auto-exaltation of humans at the expense of other living creatures” (Conradie 

2006b:54-58). Palmer (1992:77-78, 84) explains the various problems associated with 

the stewardship paradigm:  

 
A strong sense of humanity’s separation from the rest of the world; the idea that the 
natural world is a human resource that humans are really in control of nature, that 
nature is dependent on humanity for its management... Stewardship of the natural 
world, whether Christian or otherwise, then, remains profoundly anthropocentric and 
unecological, legitimating and encouraging increased human use of the natural 
world. 

 

Dube (2015:242) is also suspicious of the altered meaning:  

 
In an attempt to tame this posture, many readers have re-interpreted “dominion” as 
“stewardship.” Somehow, while the suggestions seem to tone down the overt 
elevation of human beings, it is not clear if it succeeds in arresting its historical usage 
and potential damage.  

 

• Factors leading to ecological reading 
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The proliferation of literature on ecological readings of the Bible in the last few decades 

is beyond the scope of this study. A careful reading of the emergence of ecological 

hermeneutics of the Bible yields at least two contributing factors—the first being the 

language of Genesis 1:26-28 itself. Wittenberg (2010:25) argues that some metaphors 

may not be “right metaphors for our time.” Therefore, he suggests that הדר  be 

transformed into a less dominating metaphor. In an attempt to conciliate the 

destructive and inherent anthropomorphic language of dominion in Genesis 1:26-28, 

some scholars have attempted also to offer an ecological reading of הדר  by applying 

ecotheology or ecological hermeneutics (Conradie 2004:126). Conradie (2006b:3) 

defines ecological theology as an:  

 
attempt to retrieve the ecological wisdom in Christianity as a response to 
environmental threats and injustices… At the same time, it is an attempt to 
reinvestigate, rediscover and renew the Christian tradition in the light of challenges 
posed by the environmental crisis. 

 

Cohen (1989:12-19) argues that the “dominion mandate” was not meant to sanction 

an “ecological rape.” Under the current ecological awareness, Limburg (1991) 

envisions הדר  as a political ideal of the relationship of humans with the non-human 

creation. The second factor has to do with the ecological crisis. According to Habel 

(2000a:26), “the complexity of the current ecological crisis has stimulated the rise of a 

new ‘Earth awareness’” in which emerges a more holistic understanding of the 

interconnectedness, interrelatedness and interdependency of the universe. The 

ecological crisis refers to drastic climate change and global warming caused by the 

pollution of the air, pollution of water by chemicals and deforestation. Habel (2000b:10) 

in the ‘Earth Bible project’ observes that: 

 
Earth is facing an environmental crisis. This crisis threatens the very life of the 
planet… Global warming has become a frightening threat... This crisis is so 
pervasive, destructive, and insidious that academics, biblical scholars, theologians, 
and religious practitioners can no longer ignore it.  

 

Johnson (2000:15) uses strong words such as ecocide, geocide or biocide to describe 

the situation. Moltmann (1985: xi) also has observed that “the earth crisis challenges 
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us to read the Bible afresh and ask whether the biblical text itself, its interpreters – or 

both – have contributed to this crisis.” 

 

Climate change, the current ecological crisis and environmental awareness are also 

very important issues in the African context, as shown by the growing contextual 

research on the meaning of biblical texts by African scholars. For example, there is a 

body of literature on Genesis 1:26-28 emerging from Nigerian scholars on various 

forms of environmental degradation in the Niger Delta (Ahiamadu 2010; Awajiusuk 

2012; Ukpong 2004b). Prominent also is the application of the ecofeminist paradigm 

in gender concerns by black, especially women, scholars (Kangwa 2014; Kavusa 

2012; Kebaneilwe 2015; Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 2011).  

 

Van Dyk (2009b:188) notes that in “South Africa green issues have received limited 

attention, especially from biblical and Old Testament scholars.” This is true 

considering the scarcity of publications on the subject. The few studies include Loader 

(1987); Van Heerden (2005); Coetzee (2006; 2008) and Conradie (2004; 2006a; 

2010). Van Dyk (2009b; 2012) identifies the primary challenge as a lack of interest in 

the subject. Conradie (2006b:9) also notes that environmental awareness entails 

different things to different people in South Africa: 

 
Some focus on ‘nature out there’, namely the relatively unspoilt beauty of the South 
African countryside. Others are anxious about global environmental catastrophes. 
Some are primarily concerned with a healthy working environment for employees. 
Others are worried about limited resources or may be involved in a daily struggle to 
sustain themselves. 

 

5.7 OBSERVATIONS, SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER 

 

The purpose of the present chapter is to use methods of the historical-critical approach 

to study Genesis 1:1-2:4a in its literary context as well as in its politico-historical 

setting. In what follows, I will highlight the main points of my own comprehension of 

insights from looking behind and into the text of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. While there is a 

general agreement among scholars about the distinctiveness of the P corpus in the 

Pentateuch, the last word on its primary concern, overall purpose or theology has not 

been uttered. I recognise that different contemporary hermeneutical interests all assert 
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in their own way the critical importance of Genesis 1:1-2:4 and of creation theology as 

a whole. These diverse interest groups range from feminists who challenge the 

anthropomorphic tendencies and patriarchal interpretations (Bird 1981; Kebaneilwe 

2015; Trible 1978) to systematic theologians who are keen to reassess the traditional 

dogmatic interpretations of Genesis 1:1-2:4a.  

 

A universally accepted and conclusive theological meaning of the P creation narrative 

remains elusive (Simpkins 2016:19). What also remains elusive is whether the P 

author intended הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 to mean a worldview that propounds an 

ideology that is oppressive and destructive to nature. I keep reminding myself that the 

study of P creation narrative remains both complicated and controversial. I therefore 

recognise the importance of understanding the ‘proper’ context of the creation 

narratives particularly the nature of their relationship with the ANE cosmogony. I 

concur with Van Heerden (2005:391) who encourages interpreting the text from the 

perspective of Genesis 1 as a whole particularly in the light of the exilic crisis. Thus, 

an analysis of P corpus is neither simple nor straightforward.  

 

An argument that I espouse in this study is that the focus of Genesis 1:1-2:4a is the 

created universal harmony and cosmic order (Van Dyk 2009a:432). Van Heerden 

(2012:7) makes a valid observation that “Genesis 1:1–2:4a is not an account of human 

dominion over any other species, but the panorama of the world as it stands in its vital 

existence and internal relationship between its distinct units.” The implication of this is 

that הדר  must carry with it certain rights and obligations. There is no room left for 

oppression and destruction of nature. I therefore agree with Oduyoye (2004:16) that 

“to have dominion over Earth involves being disciplined” and keeping creation in the 

universal framework of inherent goodness ( בוֹט ). Although the text is not explicit about 

how humans should relate to each other, in my opinion, it neither nullifies the 

dimension of human-to-human relationship nor gives authority to human beings to 

oppress and marginalise fellow human beings.  

 

Consequently, we could read the blessing of human beings in verse 28, “Be fertile and 

multiply; fill the earth and subdue it ( שבכ ), to mean human beings will not prosper and 



 218 
multiply if they oppress each other and if they subdue the earth in a negative manner. 

The oppression and marginalisation of fellow human beings and exploitation of the 

earth do not guarantee prosperity or universal harmony and social order. We can 

conclude this chapter and set the scene for the following chapter with Dube’s 

(2015:244) remarks: “The oppression of the Other, who is human, is inseparable from 

the oppression of the Earth.”  
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CHAPTER 6: 

A READING OF הדר  IN GENESIS 1:26-28 FROM A 

LIBERATIONIST PERSPECTIVE 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

We understand why the world considers it just and critical to protect nature by way of 

stewardship or creation-care philosophy. We also understand how the traditional 

anthropomorphic view of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 developed and influenced Western 

Christianity. The anthropomorphic understanding of הדר  was foundational to the 

instrumentalist purpose of creation. However, other interpretations of הדר  have since 

emerged that move away from the instrumentalist understanding of הדר  and reflect 

more on contemporary social realities and consciousness.  

 

Since reference will be made to the concept of “social justice,” it is important that we 

have a working understanding. There are many definitions of social justice because it 

is often used as a “catch-all concept.” The concept of social justice suffers from many 

competing definitions and vastly different interpretations. In this study, preference is 

given to the definition adopted by the World Council Churches (Altmann 2013:4) 

because it is holistic and can be related to the South African post-apartheid context. It 

sees “social justice as seeking common good by confronting privilege, economic 

injustices, political and ecological exploitations and evil powers that exploit the 

powerless.” To complement this definition, Rawls (2001:18) introduces equality as “the 

most important element of social justice.” In other words, equality brings about the 

fullness of human social relations. Wheaton (2009:2) goes further to link P’s concept 

of the image ( מלצ ) of God with the intrinsic value of human beings.  

 

The previous chapter deployed the various elements of the historical-critical approach, 

seeking the literary, cultural, political and historical interpretive context of Genesis 1:1-

2:4a. In particular, the meaning of הדר  as found in Genesis 1:26-28 was a primary 

focus. One of the critical findings of the previous chapter is that in Genesis 1:1-25, one 

could not find any divine decree, word or concept that suggests that creation was 

meant to be chaotic, oppressive and violent. Instead, we have seen a pattern of 
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separation, functionality, differentiation and interrelatedness, which suggests 

harmonious order. The conclusion of Genesis 1:1-2:4a is marked by םיהלא  making a 

divine assessment that creation was indeed דאמ בוט   (‘very good’). This divine 

assessment will be our heuristic motif, linkage and framework for a liberationist reading 

of Genesis 1:26-28 because in it, we see the goodness, order, harmony, 

interrelatedness and interdependency of creation. 

 

The stance of liberation hermeneutics is that biblical interpretation is not a historical 

enterprise limited to the study of Israel antiquities. In other words, there is more to the 

hermeneutical process than the historical-critical analysis of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. I agree 

with this position and therefore seek to consider a hermeneutical possibility of a 

liberationist meaning of הדר  through appropriation. Through the ‘tripolar model,’ West 

(2010a:22) reminds that that appropriation “offers an important starting point in 

understanding the different emphases in African Biblical Hermeneutics.” Farisani 

(2017:9) also opines that “appropriation connects both text and context. Through 

appropriation, the reader facilitates a conversation or a dialogue between the text and 

the context.” Anderson (1983:16) stresses that: 

 
We read the Bible where we are: as people who are conditioned by the times in 
which we live and by the history which is part of us... This sober realization of our 
"location" does not, in my estimation, mire us in interpretive relativism, as though the 
Scriptures and other literary works are "like a picnic to which the author brings the 
words and the reader the meaning. 

 

Reichenbach (2003:56) makes one of the rarest comments about the theologico-

politics of P material. He states that Genesis 1:1-2:4a “should also be read in the 

ideological light of establishing rights claims and political administration.”  

 

Reichenbach’s comment resonates well with liberation hermeneutics and is relatable 

to the South African post-apartheid politics of social justice. To establish “rights claims” 

as per Reichenbach’s thinking, we need a hermeneutical reiteration between creation 

and liberation. In other words, if creation concepts are to be intelligible in the post-

apartheid social reality, then, they must be understood from the perspective of social 

justice. Before exploring how social justice as a heuristic concept of liberation 
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hermeneutics can be used to expand the meaning of הדר , it is important that we clarify 

who the reader is.  

 

6.2 READER-IN-CONTEXT  

 

Chapter Four of this study discussed at length the importance of the general social 

context of the study, which we call the post-apartheid social reality. The social reality 

represents the socio-political and cultural background in which the study is performed. 

The second important context is that of the reader. Liberation hermeneutics demands 

that the context of the reader be commensurate with that of the poor and the 

marginalised Mosala (1986; 1989). We all come to the Bible already programmed with 

our perception and understanding of own reality.  

 

A liberationist reading of the concept of הדר  personally gives me the inner strength to 

begin the difficult task of transcending the Western biblical criticism that makes me 

hermeneutically schizophrenic. I have already shared some aspects of my exegetical 

bondage as an African male, biblically trained in a confessional Catholic academy in 

Europe in mostly mainstream Western biblical criticism. I mention this setting in order 

to demonstrate that my own training in biblical studies was not rooted or influenced 

only by my South African socio-political and cultural location. This experience is 

present in me and yet not always visible. Such is the experience of many other African 

biblical researchers who were educated in the imperial system (Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] 2004b; 2005b). Mosala (1989:5) remarks that “South African black 

theologians are not free from enslavement to the wider neo-orthodox theological 

problematic which regards the notion of the ‘Word of God’ as a hermeneutical starting 

point.” One is justified to generalise that these Black scholars constantly battle the 

ideological asymmetry of the two worlds, two worldviews, two cultures and two 

methodologies.  

 

Who then is the reader of Genesis 1:26-28 in this study? This is a fitting question in 

liberation hermeneutics because all interpretations are context bound (Boer & Segovia 

2012). Let me declare my reading credentials or what Long (1994:402) calls “the 

crucial act of self-disclosure.” I am a reader rooted in a particular context which 
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Ukpong (1995:5) calls the “reader-in-context” or what Buffel (2010:470) calls “organic 

links with masses,” which I explain below.  

 

I was born in Botswana but grew up in South Africa from a very young age. I witnessed 

in both contexts the enduring impact of British colonialism in Botswana, the pseudo-

independence of the Bophuthatswana ‘Homeland’37 and the brutality of the apartheid 

regime. As an altar server, I witnessed the phasing out of Latin rituals and music in 

the Catholic Church in the 1970s after enculturation had gained momentum through 

Vatican II (1962-1965). Since my youth, I have been curious and preoccupied with 

understanding the atrocious effects of missionary-colonial enterprise on my life and 

my family.38  

 

I see myself as influenced and conditioned by the vestiges of the apartheid regime. 

From my early days at the seminary to my pastoral engagement (1984-1992), I was 

based at Oukasie Township. I was immersed and shared in their historical experience 

of racism. I saw the brutality of the apartheid regime in the frequent police raids. I 

encountered the daily sufferings and struggles of the people, as we provided food 

packages at the parsonage. The influence of these early and deeply personal 

experiences of poverty, racism and human suffering influence my choice of 

hermeneutics. I also shared the people’s hopes for social justice as an advisor to the 

Young Christian Workers (YCW). The YCW based its teaching on the Catholic social 

teaching. It was greatly influential by creating a social consciousness among young 

Catholic workers in and around the Brits area. 

 
37 The Bophuthatswa ‘Homeland’ was granted independence by the South African government in 1977 
from the previous Bophuthatswana Territorial Authority. The Bophuthatswana ‘Homeland’ was part of 
the strategy of the apartheid government of “separate development,’ whereby indigenous people 
(BaTswana, BaSotho, BaPedi, BaNdebele, etc) were granted pseudo-independence and recognition 
by the South African apartheid government. 
 
38 Part of my curiosity and preoccupation was brought about by the social stigma and its schizophrenic 
consequence in my family, as the Irish missionaries had taught us to shun black magic because it was 
unchristian. My father was a traditional healer and was anathematised by the Catholic Church. He had 
to choose between traditional medicine and Catholicism. He was only received and baptised in the 
Catholic Church in his late sixties. By that time, he had stopped practicing his traditional medicine 
because of poor health. On the other hand, my mother was a committed Catholic, choir member and 
member of the women’s solidarity group. I ended up being the first local priest in the Catholic Church 
in my town of birth – Lobatse (Botswana). Although my father elected to remain a traditional healer, he 
was more than glad to allow me to become a priest. The teachings of the missionaries were 
unmistakably and entirely entrenched in my family and remained unchallenged. My family was not the 
only one that had to deal with this stigma. This was common to most families. 
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Thus, the world of the “new” South Africa that shapes my perspective is the same 

world that defines the social realities of Oukasie Township. It is a universe typically 

trapped in economic marginalisation and poor service delivery. Poverty, economic 

marginalisation and poor service delivery are the proverbial ‘knee on the neck’ of the 

people of Oukasie Township. According to Orobatar (2008:103) “Theology is not done 

in isolation in the African context because theology is seen as a communal exercise.” 

I am therefore incapable of removing myself from the post-apartheid social realities 

that I share with many fellow Black people in South Africa. In other words, I am not 

writing from a position of detachment or neutrality. 

 

In this study, I am the actual reader of text from the social location of Oukasie 

Township. As an interpreter, I am context bound. I speak as a member of the faith-

community of Oukasie with whom I share experience or social reality. The context 

from which I read and engage with the concept of הדר  therefore compels me to accept 

Oukasie’s socio-historic and political situatedness, which is detailed in Chapter Four. 

My position resonates well with Mosala’s (1989:196) argument about using 

contemporary “eyes that are hermeneutically trained in the struggle for liberation today 

to observe the kin struggles of the oppressed and exploited of the biblical 

communities.”  

6.3 A CASE FOR A LIBERATIONIST READING OF GENESIS 1:26-28 

 

I cannot find better words to make a case for a liberationist reading of הדר  than the 

words of Gutiérrez (1996: 318) below:  

 
Our task here is to find the words with which to talk about God in the midst of the 
starvation of millions, the humiliation of races regarded as inferior, discrimination 
against women, especially women who are poor, systematic social injustice…  

  

According to Segovia (1999:283), “Liberation hermeneutics is the interpretation of 

biblical and related texts from a self-conscious perspective and program of social 

transformation.” The question to be asked is: What is the case for a liberationist 

reading of הדר  in the post-apartheid South Africa? Villa-Vicencio (1992) and Mugambi 

(1995) have questioned the relevance of liberation hermeneutics. However, I concur 
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with West’s (2010:2) reasoning that it is possible to make a case for a liberationist 

reading of the Bible in the post-apartheid era. Liberation theology may not make the 

front cover pages of South African theological and biblical journals but that does not 

suggest that the issues it addressed have disappeared with the advent of the 

democratic dispensation. On the contrary, poverty and injustice in Black communities 

remain as intransigent as ever in the post-apartheid era and their consequences are 

as devastating. While we ponder on the answer, Mosala (1989:3) reminds us that “the 

black experience of oppression and exploitation provides the epistemological lenses 

for perceiving the God of the Bible as the God of liberation.”  

 

According to Buffel (2017:1), “Long after political liberation, poverty, structural racism, 

inequality, and unemployment are still rife, as economic liberation remains an illusion 

to millions of the poor.” However, a case for a liberationist reading of the Bible in the 

post-apartheid era demands justification. For the sake of brevity, a working distinction 

of liberation hermeneutics refers to a deliberate, resistant, affirmative reading and use 

of the Bible to counter Western discursive hegemony with its inherent imperial 

ideologies and assumptions.  

 

One of the enduring political issues in African Biblical Hermeneutics is how the Bible 

came to be interpreted and used in Africa (West & Dube 2000). For many today, 

Western thought and logic in biblical interpretation holds little application and 

relevance to post-apartheid South Africa. A liberationist stance states that no Western 

biblical criticism will prove to be worthy of recognition if it does not consider the critical 

importance of the social realities of Black South Africans in the interpretive process. 

The ‘preferential option for the poor’ remains valid in the post-apartheid liberation 

hermeneutics.  

 

In light of the preceding remarks, Western biblical criticism must be treated with 

suspicion because of how it was used to canonise Western logic and thought. We can 

take a cue from White’s (1967) criticism of Western Christianity and its alleged 

interpretation of הדר . As more non-Western voices find their legitimacy within the 

international guild of biblical interpretation, the discursive hegemony of the missionary-

colonial empire will be dismantled of its universalising tendency. For example, Cohen 
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(1985) argues extensively in his book that the West itself must reassess its 

understanding of the relationship between God, human beings and the natural 

environment.  

 

The strategy of applying liberation hermeneutics comes from a theoretical and 

ideological commitment to the ongoing struggle of Black people in the post-apartheid 

era. Liberation hermeneutics is well suited to the articulation of shared values and 

commitments and the binding together of a past story of oppression, present concerns 

of marginalisation and future hopes of social justice. The deliberate application of 

liberation hermeneutics provides a primary framework of black experience for 

engaging with the concept of הדר .  

 

My contention is that liberation hermeneutics espouses the ideological stance with 

regards to the non-western ‘Other’ and it enables us to experience biblical texts as 

ideological products of a social system. Sugirtharajah (2001:223) argues that the “… 

interpretive focus had to move from making options for the poor, to options for the poor 

as the ‘Other.’” West (1998a:28) reiterates the same idea that “Liberation hermeneutic 

begins with the reality, experiences, needs interest concepts and resources of the poor 

and the marginalised.” The following assumptions give shape to this section of the 

study: 

 

• Genesis 1:1-2:4a is P’s ideological response to real-life situations in ancient 

Israel and does not originate from an academic pursuit. 

• The act of appropriation makes biblical texts speak in different contexts. 

• Appropriation is unavoidably ideological and contextual.  

As it is with the rest of the Bible, the text of Genesis 1:26-28 is also contextually 

produced and can be regarded as an ideological response to existential issues faced 

by ancient Israel during a specific period (Boorer 2016:10ff).  
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6.4 FINDING A LIBERATIONIST MEANING OF הדר  

 

As a basis for a liberationist reading of הדר , I wish to refer to two scholars whose 

contributions call for the convergence of care for creation as well as care for the 

suffering, the poor and marginalised. Their call for convergence is the foundation of 

this study. By convergence, I mean “coming together” on a common ground while still 

being able to discuss ecology and social justice as distinct interests, perspective and 

worldviews. In my opinion, liberation hermeneutics is an appropriate framework for 

thinking about both social injustice and the rest of the created order that continues to 

suffer due to the lack of concern for fellow human beings and disregard for nature.  

 

I find close affinity with Kebaneilwe’s “The Good Creation: An Ecowomanist Reading 

of Genesis 1-2” (2015) and Boff’s “Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor” (1997). They both 

argue that ecological crisis and social injustice are inextricably related, for their 

underlying causes are the same. Kebaneilwe postulates in her ecowomanist reading 

that while creation is inherently good, subjugation starts with male humans subjugating 

females and spilling this down to non-human subjugation. Consistent with similar 

reading approaches such as womanist theory, Bosadi (womanhood) and 

ecofeminism, she argues that “There is a close connection between gender-based 

violence and violence against nature: animals, land, natural resources that are 

somewhat raped for the selfish enrichment of the powerful and the rich” (Kebaneilwe 

2015:701).  

 

Along the same hermeneutical line, Dube’s (2015) “And God Saw that It Was Very 

Good”: An Earth-friendly Theatrical Reading of Genesis 1,” attempts an “Earth-centred 

reading of Genesis 1 that does not entertain anthropocentric perspectives” (2015:230). 

If these reading approaches could establish a plausible intersection and 

connectedness between the subjugation of women and the subjugation of the natural 

world, why would the same principles not apply to all social relations of marginalisation 

and oppression?  

 

To answer this question, I will proceed to my second reference. I found inspiration and 

motivation from the argument advanced by Boff in several of his writings (1995a; 
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1995b), in particular, “Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor” in which he forges a direct link 

between economic injustice and ecological deterioration. The link is now associated 

with the concept of eco-justice, which Hessel (1996:18) defines as follows: 

 
Eco-justice provides a dynamic framework for thought and action that fosters 
ecological integrity and the struggle for social and economic justice. It emerges 
through constructive human responses that serve environmental health and social 
equity together– for the sake of human well-being with other kind. 

  

Social injustice and ecological crisis originate from the same human aggression and 

they both adversely affect the poor and the marginalised. Boff’s belief system makes 

a radical inclusion of social justice and should be defended because it makes deep 

connections between creation, liberation and ecology. What is the root cause of the 

oppression of Black people in South Africa and how different is it from the root cause 

of the ecological crisis? The root cause of both human oppression and the ecological 

crisis is the apartheid regime and its policy of separate development, which disrupted 

the sacredness of the human mission in creation and its connectedness with the 

planetary community. The most pertinent existential issue of the post-apartheid social 

reality has to do with how Black people can arrive at full freedom including social 

justice. A careful re-reading of the P creation narrative and the concept of הדר  must 

respond to the challenge of rethinking a whole new reality of social justice by politically 

liberated Black people.  

Instead of the traditional and destructive meaning of dominion, the concept of הדר  

envisions a society with universal harmony and social order, a social democracy of 

intra-creational harmony and order. With this line of argument, I underscore the P 

creation narrative as a perspectival vision, which constructs a particular world and 

symbolic universe consisting of socio-political and cultural order and which is different 

from the Babylonian hegemony.  

 

• What is the Priestly vision in re-imagining Israel’s society thriving in cosmic 

harmony and social order? 
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6.4.1 A unitary and holistic worldview as an interpretive prism 
 

Throughout the history of interpretation of this pericope, the meanings, perspectives 

and worldviews attributed to the concept of הדר  have failed to be inclusive and holistic 

in their underlying assumptions. Underlying these perspectives, meanings and 

assumptions is always a particular worldview. Liberation hermeneutics is rooted in a 

unitary/holistic worldview of the human experience. This means that there is a basic 

concept of being in a universal network of relations with each other and with all nature. 

According to Naugle (2002: xix), a “worldview is an inescapable function of the human 

heart and is central to the identity of human beings as imago Dei.”  

 

All human beings have a particular worldview. Their worldview is neither right nor 

wrong. It is simply their perceptual framework (Smith 2015:2). African liberation 

hermeneutics requires that we are open to a dramatic expansion of the meaning of 

הדר . One way to construct a new liberationist conception of הדר  is to include the 

perspective and worldview of the most threatened and vulnerable. The Western world 

has a whole set of assumptions which affects how its scholars would interpret הדר  in 

the P creation narrative. These are not unique because Africans too have their own 

assumptions about how the world really functions. This is an invitation to me in this 

project to be discerning and careful even when a particular Western interpretation of 

הדר  seems positive. 

 

Van Eck (2006:686) observes that if African context is the subject of interpretation, 

this means that the “basic assumptions that belong to the root paradigm of African 

culture (for example, Africa’s unitive view of reality whereby reality is not seen as 

composed of matter and spirit…)” play a role in the interpretive process. African 

presuppositional framework, according to Buthelezi (1997:21), maintains that “the 

traditional African worldview emphasised the wholeness of life; all life was sacramental 

and therefore was the meeting place of man and God.” By broadening and applying 

this holistic approach to the concept of הדר  insofar as it deals with issues that concern 

not only humankind but also the natural world, liberation hermeneutics will be drawing 

its epistemological strength and articulation from the fountain of African wisdom and 

traditions.  
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We can learn from Habel (2000b:10) that the “Earth is a community of interconnected 

living things that are mutually dependent on each other for life and survival... humans 

are Earth-bound.” The concept of הדר  must be understood here with reference to the 

ordered interdependence, wholeness and interrelatedness of creatures portrayed in 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a (Dube 2015:232). An interpretive tool immediately available to us in 

a liberationist re-reading of הדר  is the application of an African holistic worldview. It 

provides a clear theological framework for considering a more holistic interpretation of 

the P creation narrative, which includes ecological and social needs. Muzorewa 

(1990:169) warns that “African theologians must abandon borrowing theological 

concepts and tools such as Western philosophy, since it cannot serve African religious 

needs.”  

 

Having said that, there is a perennial debate about whether there is a single African 

worldview, or we should rather refer to African worldviews. I contend that despite 

diversity of expressions of cultures and religious experiences among African people, 

they share a common understanding of the functionality of reality. This is a position 

shared by many African philosophy scholars such as Mbiti (1969), King (1970), 

Imasogie (1986), Kamalu (1990) and Magesa (1997a). So, it is possible to speak of 

African worldview of creation, which is comprehensive and includes how the world 

functions. It is unitary, holistic, interrelated, interdependent and interconnected – it is 

‘creation-in-toto and functioning-in-order,’ which means it engulfs everything in a 

harmonious manner. This is a very critical distinction and a critical contribution of 

African liberation hermeneutics that is missing in the Western interpretation of creation 

narratives as a whole. King (1970:83) says the following about African worldview: 

 
It is harmonious, whole, and integrated; it lacks unresolved conflicts; it expresses a 
life which has balance, meaning, and roundness. As a system it is tough, all-
permeating, and resilient; it has survived the most tremendous hammer blows and 
is very much alive today. 

 

To a large extent, the African worldview dictates a holistic view of life, ordered cosmos 

and interconnectedness of all things. This is a very important distinction because the 

conventional Western rationality about society as mechanistic in nature dividing 

human existence into separate compartments or spheres such as culture, religion, 
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economics, politics etcetera (Anthony 2006; Galarza 2008). These are all-too-often 

regarded as extrinsically independent of each other and at best accidentally related. 

Mbiti (1969:2) explains that “Because traditional religions permeate all the 

departments of life, there is no formal distinction between the sacred and the secular, 

between religious and non-religious, between the spiritual and the material areas of 

life.” Approaching the concept of הדר  with the mechanistic and fragmented mentality 

is contrary to Africa’s unitary and holistic worldview of human existence.  

 

Even where the Western world has adopted stewardship as an alternative concept to 

the violent, masculine and anthropomorphic dominion of הדר , it is still presented in a 

fragmented manner, as ecological issues (physical planet) are considered to the 

exclusion of other human dimensions such as issues of social justice. My reasoning 

is that the focus on stewardship neglects the cry of the poor and oppressed. Within 

the Western concept of stewardship, the focus often is on environmental symptoms 

separating the socio-political and economic spheres. This separation lacks the 

unitary/holistic sense of human existence. How do Africans understand ecology that 

excludes human existence, in which poverty, oppression and marginalisation of fellow 

human beings are not perceived as essential elements of stewardship? The typical 

Western approach wants each sphere to be approached independently of the others. 

This creates problems if one wants to take African history, culture and worldview as 

the hermeneutical point of departure.  

 

Even before the emergence of ecological problems, Africans were already questioning 

the evil effects of colonialism, which remain visible and unaddressed to date in most 

parts of the African continent. The challenge is that Black people would find it hard to 

understand the concept of הדר  as stewardship separately from their history of 

colonialism, social injustice and economic inequality. Schulz (2017:47) makes a 

relevant observation about developments in the sphere of global politics: 

 
…it is certainly interesting to note that more holistic and spiritually inclined forms of 
knowing and being-in-the-world are gaining renewed prominence in contemporary 
ecopolitical debates. In particular, there is growing awareness among scholars from 
various disciplines that storytelling and mythical thought have long prefigured 
philosophies on human-nature relations and left their traces in our collective social 
imaginaries. 
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This development resonates well with the African worldview whose origins are found 

in traditional Africa before the emergence of European influence (the mechanistic 

worldview of the scientific revolution). Africans have always seen themselves as an 

active part of the cosmos as a whole. They consciously shaped their lives based on 

and determined by natural events such as the seasons. An example is found in the 

pre-colonial Setswana lunisolar calendar in which names of months functioned as 

seasonal time markers and therefore reveal the close relationship between the farmer 

and the season (Bennett 2018). I agree with several scholars who argue that despite 

the influence of colonialism and vilification of African customs and indigenous 

knowledge systems, Africans have indeed retained their traditional view of reality and 

their indigenous epistemology (Mazrui 1986). Ukpong (1999a:105) makes a profound 

observation that “Among Africans who became Christians, their conversion to 

Christianity did not bring about any change in their African worldview.” Similarly, 

Bediako (1997:16) maintains that, “the insights of the primal African world-view are 

still dominant in the thinking of many convinced and obedient Christians.” 

 

The African unitary worldview is based on a deeply human belief which includes a 

healthier and truly sustainable divine-human-nature relationship in a universal order 

that protects cosmic and social harmony. The holistic worldview covers a 

comprehensive relationship and an integral way of relating with the world. It informs a 

caring cosmic order and social justice in that it gives value to human civilisation. Van 

der Walt (1997:89) says:  

 
Africans have a different approach. They do not face the world objectively and at a 
distance but live in it. No objects exist outside reality. They touch and are attuned to 
things? and the earth. They experience everything intensely and are part of 
everything.  

 

To an African, there are not many types or options of relationships between humans 

and nature (Miller & Spoolman 2005). In the African worldview, there is just one being-

ness with nature—interconnection and interdependency. The point has been made 

repeatedly that through the missionary-colonial enterprise, African worldview and 

indigenous epistemology were demonised, degraded and anathematised as a result 

of the racist theories of human development (Bediako 1997:49-57). The foregoing 

argument points out that the history of exegesis of the P material does not include how 
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Africans themselves perceive reality. This means that there is an ideological and 

political need to unlearn the Western mechanistic thought and to premise the 

interpretation of הדר  on Africa’s unitary and holistic worldview of reality.  

 

How can הדר  be interpreted based on a holistic worldview? Liberation hermeneutics 

cares about the horizontal dimension of faith to inspire solidarity, praxis and societal 

transformation. While the Western worldview is based on economic theories and 

principles, which fragment the human experience, Africans regard human existence 

as a coherent phenomenon. This understanding deepens the understanding of the P 

creation narrative and of הדר  because it now involves also the understanding of 

transforming the human reality of poverty, all forms of exclusion and marginalisation 

to make way for a new and better human society (Gutiérrez 1988:9; 1974:12). In other 

words, the meaning of הדר  should not be limited to human-nature relationship. An 

equitable human-to-human relationship is indispensable to eco-justice. The unitary 

and holistic worldview rejects a compartmentalised view of human existence. The 

African logic of human existence is embedded in its holistic understanding and not in 

fragmented spheres of life. This approach helps us to understand הדר  differently in a 

more open social justice space. Reading the P creation narrative with a liberation mind 

and with an Afrocentric holistic worldview makes a profound difference in the way we 

interpret הדר .  

 

6.4.2 Mythology and African liberation hermeneutics  
 

We can safely state that every literary genre in the Bible is there for a purpose and is 

powerfully filled with ideology, culture and, at times, with historiography. Such is the 

case with the use of language, concepts and symbols of mythology in P material in 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a. Van Dyk (2009a:428) refers to this “magico-mythical.” Therefore, to 

rethink the meaning of הדר  through the perspective of the poor and the marginalised 

is in itself a difficult task because unlike modern science, the P author does not 

describe reality in terms of mechanical causality, energy and atoms. Instead, the P 

author uses powerful mythical language and symbolism to express his/her ideological 

stance with regards to cosmic and social order.  
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Secondly and related to the above, scholars of African liberation hermeneutics are 

also in agreement that every literary genre in the Bible as well as its application is 

there for a purpose and is powerfully filled with life interests, commitments and 

ideological and religio-cultural nuances (Mosala 1989:20). There is an 

acknowledgement that the authors of the Bible used various literary genres such as 

historical narrative, law, poetry, myths, wisdom, prophecy, wisdom and apocalyptic 

literature to express their message. This is important to mention because each literary 

genre must be read and appreciated differently from another. The same assumption 

is applicable to the Priestly (P) material in Genesis 1:1-2:4a. The P material too is a 

sociological product, an anthropological record, an expression of a particular 

perspective of an ideological struggle that uses the language, concepts and symbols 

of mythology.  

 

Human beings are meaning-seeking creatures and mythmaking is one of the tools 

available to them to make meaning of their existence and predicament. While we 

ponder the relevance of mythic motif in liberation hermeneutics, Reichenbach 

(2003:69) reminds us that “Genesis 1 is more than a piece of existentialist mythology.” 

A myth is a literary phenomenon that can be transmitted either orally or in writing 

(Rogerson 2014:15). My views on biblical myths are informed by scholars who 

emphasise the ideological function and use of myth (Braun & McCutcheon 2000; 

Habel 1995; Lincoln 2000). Ballentine’s (2015:4) observes that:  

 
Myths are particularly useful for ideology production, that is, for presenting culturally 
constructed phenomena as if they were given, universal, and organic phenomena, 
because they focus on foundational moments and primarily, though not exclusively, 
superhuman characters. 

 

There is much more at stake in the hermeneutical exploration of myth than merely 

using its aesthetic nature as a literary tool. How can a biblical text with mythographic 

background be understood as a tool for making meaning from a reader response 

perspective of liberation hermeneutics?  

 

Venturing into the mytho-ideological aspects of the Bible remains hugely unchartered 

waters particularly for liberation hermeneutics. There is a lapse of engagement with 



 234 

the mythic motif within the tradition of liberation hermeneutics.39 In my opinion, the 

experience of human existence cannot be limited by tools of historiography and 

scientific validations. The human experience can take many shades that require other 

means of expressions, literary tools of explanation and symbolic art forms. The P 

material is not designed to give us historiography. Its poetics and aesthetic principles 

must be interwoven such that we can construct liberationist meaning and intelligibility.  

 

The subject of myth is too diverse and complex for this study. If the concept of myth is 

to be properly understood, academically, it must be approached from multiple 

disciplines such as religion, anthropology, philosophy and cultural studies. A one-

dimensional approach will not provide a comprehensive account of myth. 

Nonetheless, myths play a very important role in African culture and religion. They are 

still used to interpret and understand reality (Adamo 2001a:35; Kunhiyop 2012:15-16). 

Gidens and Gidens (2006:7) observe that: 

 
African tribes feel that their myths have helped them survive the uncertainties of life. 
These same myths arise from ancient wisdom long before modern civilisation. The 
myths of Africa, passed on orally, may give us a glimpse into the past and help 
understand the modern culture.  

 

First, myth must be appreciated as a literary form of speech with a socio-ideological 

function – thus, ideological as opposed to logical. A myth is not a neutral form of 

expression. Among the Batswana, myths have different purposes, ranging from social 

ordering to moral and ethical teaching, cultural formation and historical function. I 

learnt this from my grandfather, who was a greater narrator of Setswana myths.40 

Gathered around the fire in the evening, he would freely put together the various motifs 

and characters in a myth into his own unique message to us for that specific evening. 

He was free to narrate the same myth at the whim of the moment in order to 

communicate a message to us. Relating those myths was a moralising occasion to 

 
39 The lapse, negative bias or the devaluing of the function and use of mythic motifs in the Bible seems 
to be a general phenomenon in biblical scholarship as argued by the contributors in Callender, DE, Jr 
(ed) 2014. Myth and Scripture: contemporary perspectives on religion, language, and imagination. 
Number 78. Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature. 
 
40 In the Setswana language, one can distinguish between "Dinaane" referring to folktales; "Dikinane" 
(myths); "Mainane" (fables); "Dinoolwane" (legends) and "Dinaane tsa batho" (human tales). For further 
explication, see Ngapo, MP 1995. The social function of Setswana folktales. Master’s Dissertation, 
Rand Afrikaans University, Johannesburg. 
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instil discipline, order and respect. The myths could contain some aetiological 

explanations of things and, at times, he used myths as humour to entertain.  

 

Was my grandfather postulating philosophical arguments or articulating some 

historical truths? Not at all. Instead, I understood him to be sharing part of the 

worldview he had inherited from his elders. He was providing significant insights into 

the logic of traditional ethics, beliefs and practices. Thus, there was depth and social 

significance in retelling myths. My grandfather used these myths to educate and 

socialise us by drawing moral lessons, warning us not break the norms of society, to 

preserve order and social cohesion. I also do not discount that the same myths could 

be used to preserve oppressive structures and social arrangements. For example, 

how things ought to be could perpetuate certain patriarchal prejudices and 

misogynistic practices. 

 

If we read the concept of הדר  as part of a fuller response contained in the complete 

text of Genesis 1:1-2:4a, then, it confirms that our text came out of a specific context 

and therefore has an ideological purpose. Following what I propose to be the inherent 

chaos (confusion and disorder) 41 of Babylonian captivity, the P source chooses myth 

and uses its genre as a powerful literary response to the experience of captivity. In the 

words of Schneider (1993:45), myth contains an interpretation of the universe and “in 

this context is neither pejorative nor congratulatory, but simply refers to the fact that 

interpretation and explanation, like any other human artifacts, have to be made.” 

Routledge (2010:73) explains that the P source “…uses familiar mythical imagery to 

present important ideas that might not easily be expressed in other ways.” 

 

Liberation hermeneutics now has the opportunity to engage with such a literary genre 

by asking pertinent questions about the imperial power and politics of Babylonian 

 
41 The word chaos is used here as an aggressive concept of imperialism to carry over the metaphor of 
Babylonian exile/captivity into the context of the post-apartheid era. Metaphorically, chaos is understood 
as anything that represents oppression, poverty, inequality and corruptive and coercive powers (the 
Empire and captivity for example). Captivity or exile, in its material and metaphorical sense, looms as 
an existential condition – a difficult spatial, ontological and temporal state of being for Israel. It is the 
converse of creation. This meaning is not related to the extremely influential study of biblical and 
Mesopotamian literature (specifically the Enūma Elišh – the Babylonian Epic of Creation) by Hermann 
Gunkel.  
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captivity. My hypothesis is that Western criticism, with its philosophical view of myth 

as fiction, may have created an impression that a literary genre of mythology carries 

no essential socio-political, liberational and transformative significance. Throughout 

human history and particularly in many Two-Thirds World majority countries, protest 

poetry, art and music have overtly played a pivotal role as a genre against repression, 

discrimination, exploitation and all forms of imperialism and colonialism. These are 

largely written during the peak periods of imperialism and oppression or immediately 

thereafter and mostly against the colonising nations. This literary heritage, as an art 

form is known to have captured and documented the struggles and joys of colonised 

people and in most instances, it has also presented itself as a powerful consciousness-

raising tool for addressing moral, political and social problems of the people. 

 

6.5 READING הדר  WITH A LIBERATIONIST MIND 

 

When one thinks about passionate scholarship on the book of Genesis, the following 

topics usually surface: evolution, origin of life, relationship between science and 

religion, ecology and so on. What are usually not discussed, however, are the topics 

of social injustice, oppression and marginalisation.  

 

South Africa has a sad human history that embraced a racial ideology of oppressive 

power-over Black people. By considering a reading of הדר  with a liberationist mind, 

one is immediately concerned with a cardinal and distinct mark that differentiates 

liberation hermeneutics from other forms of reading the Bible. In the Priestly text of 

Genesis 1:26-28, there is no direct mention of the motif of caring for others but the 

idea of co-responsibility, universal harmony and order, interrelatedness and 

connectedness of creation is paramount in the text. To be consistent with the principles 

of liberation hermeneutics, I assert that human existence is inseparable from the future 

of all living things. Universal and social harmony is premised on how each individual 

creature implements its distinctive non-exploitive and non-oppressive role.  

 

By applying the tools of liberation hermeneutics in the interpretive process, we can 

bring to the surface, the influence of imperial hegemony such as exercised by Babylon, 

Assyria, Egypt, Persia, Greece and Rome in many biblical books. These various forms 
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of imperial hegemony provide the social, cultural and political background which is 

necessary to understand the material conditions behind the text. We can interrogate 

the text in various ways, posing questions such as how has the Empire been depicted 

– as benevolent or evil? How does the biblical author represent Israel – as victims of 

subversion or as grateful beneficiaries of foreign ideology? The interest of liberation 

hermeneutics is to unearth the imaginative ways in which those once colonised and 

oppressed formulated their own ideological responses to the Empire and how they 

resisted some of the ideological impositions. Middleton (1994a:16) makes a pertinent 

point with regards to the historical background of Genesis 1:26-28 thus: 

 
On the contrary, if read contextually, vis–à-vis its historical background, in terms of 
its polemical intent against ancient Near Eastern notions of humanity and kingship, 
Genesis 1:26-27 turns out to be not oppressive, but liberating and empowering. At 
least, that is how the text would have functioned for its original hearers. 

 

In Israel’s situation, the basic assumption of the P creation theology is that human 

dominion was meant to imitate God’s own dominion and should have as its goal the 

fulfilment of God’s purpose for creation – דאמ בוט   (“It was very good”). Thus, with a 

liberationist mind, Babylon is the empire and Israel’s antagonist. I concur with 

Brueggemann (1991a:4) that Babylon “takes on imaginative power that is not simply 

historical and political but canonical in force, significance, and density.”  

 

Reichenbach (2003) also rightly and forcefully argues that the P source be understood 

as a writer linking Israel’s subversive situation under the imperial hegemony with 

his/her own re-imagined counter ideology and the worldview of Yahwism. In this way, 

P’s reflection on transforming the chaos of Babylonian captivity into salvific social order 

illuminates the post-apartheid condition of many Black people.  

 

6.5.1  Engaging with vestiges and logic of oppression and captivity 
 

The question is, can South African liberation hermeneutics engage with the post-

apartheid socio-political and economic reality without any reference to apartheid, 

oppression or captivity? The answer is in the negative because implicit in liberation 

hermeneutics is its uniqueness of engaging in the social critique of the relationship 

between “oppressed” and “oppressor.” Apartheid was declared a crime against 
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humanity according to the United Nations (General Assembly Resolution 2202 A (XX) 

of December 1966) and the Security Council (Resolution 556 of 23 October 1984). 

Studies on the logic of the oppressor are many (Comarroff & Comarroff 1986). 
Campbell, Mackinnon and Stevens (2010:37): “The impacts of colonialism were 

similar, regardless of the specific colonizer: disease; destruction of indigenous social, 

political, and economic structures; repression; exploitation; land displacement; and 

land degradation.” 

 

It is a common observation that those who oppress have the ability to define and 

create reality by defining how the world works and what changes are possible. The 

same could be said of ancient Israel. According to Smith (1992:7, 8):  

 
The two most critically important events in the history of Ancient Israel that influenced 
the writing of the Hebrew Bible are the Exodus and the Exile… Exile was the 
experience of military defeat, deportation, and minority conditions in a new and 
strange land. Exile ended the days of independence for Ancient Israel.  

 

What, then, does it mean to say that the Bible is a product of exile? Unless we first 

establish and understand the vestiges and logic of exile, oppression and captivity, we 

cannot find the liberating meaning and purpose of the P material. It has already been 

noted that the exilic period represents a huge lacuna in the historical narrative of the 

Old Testament (Albertz 2003:3). This lacuna has not prevented scholarship from 

speculating about this misty period of about half a century (586–538 BCE). The 

historiography of Babylonian exile is a subject too large for this study to consider 

particularly given that there is no consensus among biblical scholars (including 

scholars of biblical archaeological) about the conditions of the Babylonian exiles. 

However, we at least know a few undisputed historical facts and can therefore make 

some comments about the experience of exile even if our modern image of exile may 

be completely different from the experience of ancient Israel. Commenting on 

Jeremiah 21:1-10, Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphehlele] (2007:756) defines ‘exile’ as 

follows: 

 
‘Exile’ as a rule implies the removal and / or a movement of people (either forced or 
voluntary but nevertheless under pressure) from their native country to another 
country, usually the country of their captors in the case of a forced removal.  
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Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele’s] definition of exile above provides insight into the 

experience of the political banishment of Judeans. Whether the emphasis is on 

displacement, alienation or indigeneity, exile undeniably brings about profound 

cultural, intellectual and political changes in the lives of those who have been banished 

into exile. The impact of the forceful separation from one’s country of birth is an 

onslaught on the intrinsic value of a human being. Exile is traumatic in its nature with 

the experience of homelessness imposing itself with constraints of cultural, ideological 

and professional entanglements. Often, the agency of the victims of captivity and exile 

is reduced if not denied. One becomes a foreigner and according to Masenya [Ngwana’ 

Mphahlele] (2007:758), “In the case of the sixth-century Judaean exiles, this uneasy 

state was encountered on entering Babylon, a foreign country.”  

 

A country of birth is more than a geographical piece of land. It represents many things 

to a person. Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] (2007:761) profoundly observes from a 

South African perspective that: “The effects of the loss of land during colonial and 

apartheid South Africa are still felt by African-South Africans. This loss has given birth 

to ‘socio-economic exiles’ in the midst of political freedom!” I am bringing these insights 

about captivity and exile in order to create hermeneutical linkages with the post-

apartheid social reality of Oukasie Township. 

 

The exilic context of the P material is significant from the perspective of liberation 

hermeneutics. My contention is that the P source activates his/her agency using this 

distinct aesthetic response to the after-effects of Babylonian colonial power. The 

sovereignty of the kingdom of Judah ended when Judah was sacked by Babylon; the 

city of Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed, and a percentage of the population 

was deported into exile to Mesopotamia. Judah then formally became a vassal to 

Nebuchadnezzar. In Isaiah 42:22, Israel is characterised as a people that was robbed 

and plundered (Terblanche 2008:482). The Babylonian exile brought about that total 

breakdown of all religious and political structures and institutions that had, previously, 

provided meaning and protection for the people.  

 
To me, it is improbable that after the conquest of Jerusalem, the Judeans went on 

pretty much as they did before the arrival of Nebuchadnezzar’s army, as suggested by 

Barstad (2003:306). I also find it hard to accept that the Babylonian exile was a small 
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and relatively insignificant affair. In exile, Israel was not immuned to the influence of 

Babylonian hegemony. The Judeans would have settled and assimilated into the 

Babylonian culture. In my opinion, it is a dangerous strategy to romanticise or present 

a heroic version of exile in any shape of form.  

 

Informed by his/her exilic context of captivity and exile and considering that the 

historiography of exile is scrappy and fragmentary (Terblanche 2008:484), the P 

source took an ethical stance that resists assimilation into the new culture. Instead, 

he/she chose to use the aesthetic and poetic genre of mythology and its symbolism to 

engage with foreignness, vestiges and the logic of Babylonian captivity. The P source 

used a common literary form of mythology already found in the ANE to express a 

different understanding of cosmic and social order in the historical setting of the 

Babylonian Empire. According to the definition of “history writing” by Van Seters 

(1992:26-27), Genesis 1-11 material is “historicization of mythology.” In my opinion, 

Van Seters makes the best and most interesting link between historicity and mythology. 

The P source is not concerned with proving the historicity of creation neither is he/she 

fabricating a fictitious misrepresentation of that history. Babylonian captivity is a given 

socio-political reality of foreignness for the “Judaean exiles who had to learn the 

language of their oppressors” (Masenya [Ngwana’ Mphahlele] 2007:760). In my view, 

such a line of argument can be sustained only if we are working with a model of 

interpretation that considers the P material to be a religio-political and cultural response 

of a specific consciousness within the imperial context.  

 

It is not far-fetched to envision that we are now reading the text of Genesis 1:26-28 as 

a spill over of the Babylonian captivity with its image of foreignness, aggression, 

conquest and occupation as well as adjunct cultural, political, economic and 

ideological subversion. The P source wrote in a liberating way to deal with the 

vestiges, polytheistic worldview, logic and ideology of the Babylonian Empire.  

 

As we try cautiously to make sense of the vestiges and logic of the Babylonian Empire, 

Goldstone and Haldon (2009:19) warns that the “dynamics of empires requires us to 

grapple with the tensions among the political/military, economic and 

ideological/religious structures and elites that together constitute imperial power 
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systems. In order to appreciate the vestiges and logic of the empire, Dube (1996:37-

38) has this to say:  

 
Imperialism is an ideology of expansion that takes diverse forms and methods at 
different times, seeking to impose its languages, its trade, its religions, its 
democracy, its images, its economic systems, and its political rule on foreign nations 
and lands. The victims of imperialism become the colonized, that is, those whose 
lands, minds, cultures, economies, and political institutions have been taken 
possession of and rearranged according to the interests and values of the 
imperializing powers. 

 

From the perspective of liberation hermeneutics, the Babylonian exile was indeed a 

political, economic and cultural aggression and conflict. In the world of antiquities, the 

world of the ANE and of ancient empires, from the Babylonian to the Roman, the 

imperialists were not just content to impose their rule on the dominated people. 

According to Fanon (1990:169), these empires in their kind of perverted logic, would 

distort, disfigure and destroy the culture and religion of the oppressed/exiled. This 

exilic situation would have preoccupied the P source. If Dube’s (1996:38) description 

of imperialism as subordination and domination is accepted, then, we are beginning 

to understand the logic of imperial ideology. That ideology does not just impose its 

administration, political rule and control on the subjects but often it imposes its culture, 

worldview and religion as the universal standard. Israel was not an exception in this 

case. Of the South African context therefore, Vellem (2015:3) explains that: 

 
Apartheid in South Africa is perceived as the zenith of the Western justificatory logic 
of racial violence and oppression and the imperialist phase of “primitive 
accumulation” that dispossessed the material and spiritual resources of black 
Africans through colonialism and Christianization.  

 

It is therefore not unreasonable to compare the vestiges of Babylonian captivity, which 

reached its cultural, intellectual and material zenith under King Nebuchadnezzar II 

(604–562 BCE), with those of colonialism and the apartheid regime. Captivity, 

imperialism and colonialism will always be moments of subversion and domination. It 

is during such times that the imperial ideology can anathematise the cultures and 

religions of their subjects - the colonised. It does not appear that the P source was 

collaborating with the Babylonian ideology or yearning to usurp the same expansionist 

behaviour and power. A further counter imperialist argument can therefore be made 

or inferred in my opinion about the P source.  
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• Un-learning the empire’s worldview and ideology, which was couched in 

ancient Near East cosmogony was the task of the P source.  

In response to the vestiges and logic of the empire, the Priestly interlocutor ostensibly 

forged an alternative ideology based on the monotheistic42 worldview of Israel and was 

uncompromising in the rejection of polytheistic tendencies of the Babylonian Empire. 

The resolute posture of the P source of not legitimatising or authorising imperial 

ideology has immediate relevance for African liberation hermeneutics in its of dealing 

with the vestiges and logic of apartheid/colonialism in South Africa. The response of 

the P source to imperial ideology demonstrates that the struggle against the empire 

can be expressed in various ways other than the physical arena of protest. In this 

instance, the P source applied the religio-cultural sphere of cosmogony. 

 
Taken practically, the P source was trying to articulate Israel’s legitimate symbols in 

order to reconstruct and re-arrange patterns of life and power under the harsh 

conditions of exile. In Genesis 1:1-2:4a, the P source presents God’s sovereign power 

in ordering the totality of the cosmos. To borrow and build on Brueggemann’s concept 

of “constitutive act,” one can say that the biblical writers were constructing a world-

order out of the aftermath of Babylonian imperialism that became the sociological 

standard for Israel. I agree that the biblical text indeed creates a unitive social reality. 

According to Brueggemann (1988:11), “The community remembers God’s creating 

event, but also pre-enacts and participates in it in order to give pattern to present 

experience.”  

 

If we accept the argument of a “constitutive act” as true, then, the P source would have 

naturally gravitated towards articulating a liberating socio-political ordering of Israel’s 

experience in captivity. What does the above mean when we consider the post-

apartheid social reality of Oukasie Township? Comparatively, the post-apartheid Black 

reader is able to relate to the concept of הדר  within the broader scope of Genesis 1:1-

 
42 The concept of monotheism in the Old Testament is fundamental because it differentiates Israel from 
the other people of the ANE. For further discussion on the monotheistic worldview of Israel and its 
history of development, see Gnuse, RK 1997. No other gods: emergent monotheism in Israel. Journal 
for the Study of Old Testament Supplement Series 241. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press; Smith, 
MS 2001. The origins of biblical monotheism: Israel’s polytheistic background and the Ugaritic texts. 
Oxford: Oxford Press; Rotledge, R 2008. Old Testament theology: a thematic approach. Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.  
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2:4a, only if it addresses the vestiges and logic of oppression and captivity – God did 

not intend a chaotic, oppressive and imbalanced creation. Until such a perspective of 

the “exiles” influences the interpretation of the P material, then, we have not heard the 

P source speak from his/her social reality. 

 
הדר 6.5.2  as a resistance and polemical concept  
 

The following must be read against the background of the preceding remarks about 

the P source speaking from the vestiges and logic of the Babylonian imperial 

administration, religio-cultural and ideological setting. I find the concepts of resistance 

and polemics useful in unpacking a liberationist interpretation of the Bible. Resistance 

is a very common concept in the South African liberation struggle. In fact, most Black 

people will readily relate to it and understand its practical implications. The political 

culture of resistance suggests any opposition to or subversion of imperial /apartheid 

authority. Except for Kgatla (2013) who writes from the perspective of missiology, 

unfortunately, resistance as heuristic concept has been under-theorised in South 

African liberation hermeneutics particularly as it relates to cultural assumptions of 

colonialism in the interpretation of the Bible.  

 

Among Black South Africans, resistance is reminiscent of the political and cultural 

praxis during apartheid, which found expression in many politico-cultural productions 

such as poetry, song, literature and drama. According to Kgosietsile (1986:30), literary 

art “is a commitment and determination” to the culture of resistance. These art forms 

provided a political platform for fostering Black communities’ resistance against 

apartheid administration and ideology (Jefferess 2008). Perhaps the most important 

of these expressions of the political culture was the Freedom Charter,43 which asserted 

that “South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black or white, and no Government can 

justly claim authority unless it is based on the will of the people.”  

 

 
43 The Freedom Charter came about after the Congress of the People met on the 25th and 26th June 
1955 in Kliptown, near Johannesburg. This gathering represented a crucial historical moment in the 
establishment of a new order based on the will of the people. It was drafted and unanimously adopted 
at the height of State oppression and exploitation in the 1950s. The Charter is a significant document 
because it embodies the hopes and aspirations of the Black people. 
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Without going deep into history studies, beyond the Freedom Charter, the South 

African liberation movement continued with the strategy of non-violence through 

defiant campaigns, peaceful protests and various non-violent protests and 

demonstrations until the Sharpeville Massacre of 21 March 1960 (Turok 2010:79). 

Noteworthy also in the history of resistance is Biko’s (2004:101-108) Black 

Consciousness Movement (BCM). This was also a non-violent resistance advocating 

for the emancipation of Black people through a development of Black self-

consciousness. 

 

Thus, if we postulate that the P creation narrative as a whole be read as a literary art 

of resistance against the Babylonian hegemony, then, that will resonate well with 

South African Black people because politico-cultural resistance was their struggle 

vocabulary and is now part of their psychological make-up. Resistance is not a 

commonly used concept in Western biblical scholarship. Rather, the concept of 

‘polemics’ is the preferred term (Hasel 1974). Without discounting their unique 

etymology, both concepts carry the same meaning and intention in the context of 

liberation hermeneutics. Thus, I will be using Currid’s (2013:25) definition of polemics 

which says: 

 
Polemical theology is the use by biblical writers of the thought forms and stories that 
were common in ancient Near Eastern culture, while filling them with radical new 
meanings. The biblical authors take well-known expressions and motifs from the 
ancient Near Eastern milieu and apply them to the person and work of Yahweh, and 
not to the other gods of the ancient world… Polemical theology is monotheistic to 
the very core. The primary purpose of polemical theology is to demonstrate 
emphatically and graphically the distinction between the worldview of the Hebrews 
and the beliefs and practices of the rest of the ancient Near East. 

 

One of the primary assumptions of this study is the power and dynamism of Genesis 

1:1-2:4a as a form of resistance/polemic within the wider religio-political environment 

of the ANE and particularly the Babylonian imperial ideology and its polytheism. Hasel 

(1974:91) argues decisively that: 

 
The cosmology of Gen. 1 exhibits in a number of crucial instances a sharply 
antimythical polemic. With a great many safeguards Gen. 1 employs certain terms 
and motifs, partly taken from ideologically and theologically incompatible 
predecessors and partly chosen in deliberate contrast to comparable ancient Near 
Eastern concepts…  
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In dealing with the Babylonian phenomenon, the P source had a choice—between 

legitimising and submitting to the imperial ideology whereby Israel would be 

encouraged to participate willingly in the ideology of the Empire or rekindling the hope 

of the people and providing a counter ideology as a liberationist thinker. The P source 

chose the latter strategy by using an aesthetic and poetic genre of mythology and its 

cosmogony symbol.  

 

In this sense, the P material can be described as both creative literature and a 

resistance discourse emerging from the aftermath of Babylonian imperialism. 

Understanding biblical texts that emerged from the social realities of captivity and exile 

offers a particular consciousness and requisite sensitivities for contemporary readers 

with comparable socio-political and economic realities. In the light of this observation, 

the Bible itself can be an empowering instrument in the struggle for liberation and in 

the process of decolonisation. In this sub-section, I intend to bring this hermeneutical 

predisposition by tapping into two heuristic tools often used for understanding the 

dynamics of social change in the tradition of the liberation struggle. The ideology of 

‘resistance’ and ‘self-determination’ is a profound heuristic tool in the politics of 

liberation and is relevant to this discourse. Its relevance and applicability here must 

be seen as a way of bridging the perceived gap found in the interpretation of הדר  by 

historical-critical scholarship. Specifically, the perceived gap is found in both the 

traditional dominion mandate and the ecological interpretation44 of הדר .  

 

Two of the cardinal concepts of liberation hermeneutics is the ideology of resistance 

against the logic of the apartheid regime, on one hand and yearning for socio-

economic and political self-determination, on the other. As concepts, resistance to 

domination and yearning for self-determination continue to play a critical role in socio-

political and economic struggles all over the world. I prefer the term resistance to 

polemic (Currid 2013; Hasel 1974) in this context because resistance is more attuned 

to the epistemology of the liberation struggle. There is a point of convergence between 

 
44 There is a growing opinion among scholars that regards the world-ecological system as capitalist and 
inextricably linked to coloniality. Scholars find it not only as an unjust economic mode, but also as a 
racialised, androcentric and class-based hierarchy of knowing and being, which still marginalises non-
western cultures and histories. See Escobar, A 2004. Beyond the Third World: imperial globality, global 
coloniality and anti-globalisation social movements. Third World Quarterly 25/1, 207–30; Quijano, A 
2007. Coloniality and modernity/rationality. Cultural Studies 21/2-3, 168–178. 
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resistance and self-determination in the concept of הדר  when we start reading Genesis 

1:26-28 in the context of the Babylonian Empire. This means that הדר  can be 

discussed meaningfully within the context of resistance against imperialism and 

Israel’s yearning for self-determination.  

 

As the concept of resistance and polemic are discussed, I have to emphasise that the 

nature of the relationship between the P material other ANE literature is both 

complicated and controversial (Hasel 1974:81). I will not attempt to simplify nor 

minimise these complexities. At the political and cultural level, the social reality of 

Israel as a colony under the Babylonian Empire defines, to a large degree, the overall 

social reality of the P source. The P author used mythology resourcefully to depict 

his/her ideology of resistance (polemic) against Babylonian imperialism. According to 

Currid (2013:31), the aim of the P source, was “to counter ancient pagan myths that 

[were] noxious to the Hebrew faith centered on monotheism.” This is based on the 

earlier hypothesis that biblical texts are essentially a response to real existential issues 

that Israel faced.  

 

Vellem (2015) affirms that “empire is life denying” and the Babylonian exile was no 

exception. Exile, oppression and brokenness oblige a nation to attempt to find once 

more the foundations of life. Scholars have contrasting opinions about the deportation 

policies of Babylon (Albertz 1994; Gottwald 1985) because there is a paucity in the 

historical narrative of the Old Testament about the exilic period (Albertz 2003:3). The 

fact is that Babylonian exile was used as a means of controlling and suppressing Israel 

as a colony. In a similar way, in the post-apartheid social location of Oukasie, there is 

a cry for fullness of life. This cry for fullness of life is active resistance to the continuing 

vestiges of apartheid regime and a precondition for social justice and economic equity. 

 

The materiality of Israel’s life in exile was shaped largely by the omnipresence of the 

imperial power of Babylon. The challenge of the P source was to use mythology, a 

common literary form in the ANE, to displace Babylonian ways of thinking, being and 

feeling and to replace them with ways that are applicable to Israel’s religious and 

cultural experiences. The P source decentred an existing Babylonian hegemony with 
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Israel’s ethos, values and logic. In this regard, Amit (2000:4) makes a crucial 

contribution: 

 
The underlying cause of the polemics was the wish to shape the life of the community 
of believers and to determine the rules that would guide God’s congregation, which 
was meant to realise in its way of life the new world of values and to continue the 
chain of ideological transmission. 

 

The issue of Israel in exile was not just theological, it was economic, cultural and 

political as well. The idea of understanding Genesis 1:26-28 as a polemic of re-

imagining what is possible beyond the empire and its oppression is relevant to 

liberation hermeneutics. Appreciating the use of creation myths as a value-enhancing, 

powerful and creative medium of communication confers benefits on our 

understanding of polemical biblical texts in two critical dimensions of liberation 

hermeneutics: economic justice and shared political perceptions of lost identity and 

uncertainty. Looking at Israel from the experience of the Babylonian exile, its polemical 

character would have served as a literary tool for forging political identity and 

mobilising the community towards self-determination. 

 

As such, there is dialogical tension between the chaotic past of imperial domination, 

the present and the future possibility of socio-political and cosmic order. The post-

apartheid Black communities in South Africa exist within this tension between the past 

regime of apartheid and the future. As far as Israel is concerned, the Babylonian 

Empire imposed its foreign dominance and subjugated Israel in all spheres of their 

social, political, cultural, economic and religious spheres. It is therefore unimaginable 

that Israel would not have resisted the socio-economic, religio-cultural and political 

influence of the Empire.  

 

What do nations typically do when they are liberated from many years of imperialism 

and colonialism? The immediate answer is that they envision and design their own 

futures in opposition to imperial influence. In my opinion, this answer is not unfounded. 

Mugambi (1996:36) states that “…if the past has been miserable, whether by design 

or by accident, we have an obligation to ensure that the future will not be as miserable 

as the past.” In consonance with this line of reasoning, there is a motif of the future 

which can be identified in the use of polemics in Genesis 1:26-28. Writing from the 
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social location of exile, the P source had to re-imagine Israel with some level of 

rejuvenation of a positive understanding of הדר . The P source had to envision a 

flourishing and socio-political and cosmic order as opposed to the traditional 

declaration of dominion motif. Thus, “dominion” can be understood positively. 

 

הדר 6.5.3  as a desire to correct and shape the world into order 
 

Any form of oppression, captivity and exile is a destructive and undesirable form of 

human existence. All human beings have a natural and deep-seated desire for a 

coherent functioning of the universe particularly when confronted with a troubling 

reality of oppression, captivity and exile. The concept of הדר  is located within a 

pericope that advocates for cosmic order. Von Rad (1966:49) notes that in Genesis 

1:1-2:4a, creation is depicted by the Priestly author as the creation of order from 

chaos. Genesis 1:1-2:4a implies that certain laws of nature with various functionality 

and relatedness were created. I propose that the concept of הדר  be considered within 

this framework of the desire for the proper functioning of the universe. This existential 

desire finds expression in the desire to correct and shape the world of affliction, 

isolation and insecurity of living in foreign lands. If it is accepted that the basic principle 

of liberation is to correct the brokenness of human existence, then, the usage of הדר  

to depict the shaping of the universe into order would make more sense. Thus, הדר  

could be expanded to denote a God-given purpose to correct the social reality of 

captivity, oppression and exile. This is an important task of the P material – God 

created the cosmos by establishing order (Van Dyk 2009a:423).  

 

Liberation is essentially about correcting and shaping the broken world and offering 

hope during and after years of oppression, captivity and exile. In the absence of a 

coherent and functioning universe, creation narratives become important because 

they can be used to envision an equitable and functioning human society in terms of 

its relationships, kinship, social and cosmic ordering, political, social and religious 

structures, ethical behaviour and moral norms, among others.  

 

The Babylonian captivity represents foreignness, banishment, chaos, restriction, loss 

and injustice, as Judeans were forcefully removed from their land of birth. I opine that 
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the theological significance of הדר  signals that dimension of God’s creative power that 

has to do with the healing of brokenness and transformation of captivity/exile into 

universal harmony and cosmic order. All this happens in the language of mythology. 

West (1981:17) addresses the context specifically as it relates to the book of Genesis:  

 
The authors of Genesis, and other books in the Pentateuch, created their text… to 
provide an interpretation suitable for their society in quite new historical 
circumstances. These circumstances were extreme – they were a people cut off from 
their homeland and the origins, exiles in the superior and sophisticated civilization of 
imperial Babylon. 

 

Liberation hermeneutics sees its fundamental task as addressing the context of 

marginalisation and injustice in a broken world. At the heart of liberation hermeneutics 

is the desire to correct and shape the broken universe from the perspective of the 

oppressed and marginalised in order to achieve social justice. Israel’s universe had 

been shattered by captivity, a fact which the P source was conscious of. His/her 

strategy, then, was to articulate and determine a coherent and functioning vision of 

the universe according to Israel’s worldview that would negate the empire’s universe. 

The meaning of הדר  as expressing desire to correct and shape Israel’s universe 

becomes an ideological intention, which resonates well with the post-apartheid social 

reality. According to Amit (2000:7), “The description of a biblical text as polemical 

indicates its attitude toward an issue that lies at the center of some ideological 

struggle… and its desire is to correct and shape the way of the world.” 

 

In most post-independent communities, the people want to distinguish themselves 

from the coloniser by giving purpose to their future and shaping their own destiny. 

Inevitably, this would involve reclaiming their discredited heritage of beliefs and 

practices including their worldview and reaffirming their identity. It is critical to note that 

this process is not linear or one-directional. There is a natural tension and reiteration 

between pre-captivity, captivity itself and post-captivity space, which gives the reader 

an opportunity to understand the production of the Priestly material.45 In terms of 

Israel’s beliefs and practices during captivity and after, there were discontinuities and 

dislocations throughout these historical spaces; the universe of Israel was dislocated 

 
45 This is a possible explanation of the reason for the various interpretations and meanings of 
Babylonian captivity in the Old Testament itself.  
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and disfigured. The P source then forged a connection with a post-imperial reality 

using a mythical genre that allows insight into a landscape opposed to the chaos of 

captivity. It is in this context that I argue that the mythic motif can play a critical role in 

the shaping of individual or collective identities, possessing even a liberationist 

meaning. 

 
הדר 6.5.4  as a pursuit for cosmic and social order 
 

Genesis 1:26-28 depicts God-given universal harmony and social order. In the spirit 

of liberation hermeneutics, God brings order out of chaos. I concur with Blenkinsopp’s 

(2011:31) conclusion that we see that “the author is thinking of creation as the 

production out of chaos of an ordered and liveable environment.” The Babylonian exile 

brought about chaos in ancient Israel, suggesting that any form of captivity and exile 

causes chaos and confusion. The meaning of הדר  would be incomplete without 

engaging the distinct presupposition of universal harmony and social order implicit in 

human existence. In fact, God’s creative power produces an all-encompassing 

harmonic order – the ordered universe or paradisiacal order and the balance of 

universal ecosystem. In Genesis 1:1-2:4a, God did not desire chaos, oppression and 

exploitation among the creatures. According to Brown (1993:229), the P cosmogony 

“provides a reflection of an orderly, harmonious creation,” which was “regulated by 

principles of justice and righteousness” (Knohl 2007:147).  

 

The creation of an ordered, just and equal world is the ultimate pursuit of liberation 

hermeneutics. The P material, read from the perspective of liberation hermeneutics, 

is not merely a cut-and-paste derivative of other ancient Near Eastern cultures. The 

meaning of הדר  is founded and dependent on an orderly and harmonious world and 

therefore calls Israel to be part of a cosmic and social order over the course of imperial 

struggles in a holistic manner. Violence, exploitation and oppression are not 

entrenched in the meaning of הדר . According to Garr (2003:191), 

 
Order and separation are instituted and maintained. The many components of the 
cosmos neither conflict nor collide; they are interdependent and mutually beneficial. 
The relationship among the different forms of animate life is non-adversarial and 
noncontentious. Each occupies a distinct zone, and there is no competition for 
space. 
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In Genesis 1:3-25, the P source pursued a harmonious order and not its destruction. 

In fact, any interpretation that proposes that P hardly expressed a non-peaceful intent 

and disregards the importance of harmonic universe as God’s desire such as 

Crüsemann (1996:291) should be treated with suspicion. P used cosmogony to reflect 

on the fundamental ethics of cosmic relationships and their functionality, which is an 

antithesis to the aggression of the Babylonian imperialism. Approached in this manner, 

the meaning of הדר  gives hope that םיהלא  plans to defeat all forms of chaos, violence 

and imbalance in the created order.  

 

הדר 6.5.5  inclusive of social justice 
 

Let me contextualise my argument by providing a brief background. The general 

stance of liberation hermeneutics is that systems of domination and exploitation place 

God’s created harmony and order at risk. Black people in South Africa have suffered 

directly from the system of apartheid. In my view, linking the concept of הדר  in its 

expanded meaning with the motif of liberation from the vestiges of oppression provides 

the space for an argument in support of social justice. A working definition of social 

justice was presented in the introduction to this chapter. However, it is important to 

highlight that social justice is a relational concept. In Genesis 1:1-2:4a, there are 

relationships that govern universal harmony and order. These relationships were seen 

as דאמ בוט   (‘it was very good’), implying that human beings lived in right relationship 

with God, one another and the rest of creation. 

 

I therefore postulate that in the real existential world, social injustice, racism, exclusion 

and all forms of marginalisation are a threat to God’s paradisiacal order and the 

balance of the universal ecosystem. P’s work presents a universe which is without 

corruption, oppression and violence. Within the rubric of a harmonious order, P almost 

built an inherent governing principle of social justice and righteousness (Ord 

1991:120-121). P’s cosmogony is a “universe filled with interdependent relationships 

that are mutually beneficial” (Garr 2003:191).  

 

The origins of ecological crisis cannot be sufficiently understood unless one realises 

that Western discursive hegemony is designed in such a way that it can deal with 



 252 

ecological issues in isolation of other human factors. The question of social justice 

stands at the intersection of economic equity and ecological deterioration. Any 

reflection on the future of humanity must take the preceding link seriously because it 

is those who are already on the margins of society who will suffer the most. An 

example is Habel (2000b:10), whose reflection on ecological crisis makes no 

reference to social justice: 

 
Earth is facing an environmental crisis. This crisis threatens the very life of the planet. 
The atmosphere we breathe is being polluted. The forests that generate the oxygen 
we need to survive are being depleted at a rapid rate. Fertile soils needed to provide 
food are being poisoned by salinity and pesticides. Waters that house organisms 
essential to the cycle of life are being polluted by chemical waste.  

 

The Western philosophical tradition can treat nature in the abstract and in real time by 

excluding humans, as found in René Descartes’ thinking called “Cartesian dualism” 

(Hatfield 2008). This is not the case with the African worldview. I do not at all deny the 

importance of stewardship as a theological response to environmental crisis. The 

environmental crisis affects all of us and involves an overwhelming range of 

challenges created by humans that affect the natural world (Gottlieb 2006). Of these 

problems, the most obvious is the global climate change brought about by the 

emission of greenhouse gases created by human activity.   

 

De Gruchy (2007) observes in his imaginative and inspiring article entitled "An Olive 

Agenda: First thoughts on a metaphorical theology of development" that the field of 

social development is largely characterised by a binary approach in which ecological 

issues are separated from matters of economic and social justice. He sustains a valid 

argument using the metaphor of the olive. With this metaphor, he suggests integrating 

what he calls "the brown agenda" with the "green agenda". The "brown agenda" deals 

with poverty and social justice issues, while the "green agenda" deals with 

environmental matters. I agree with De Gruchy’s argument and refute the ideological 

separation of ecology and social justice. In the post-apartheid South Africa, the "brown 

agenda" remains a concern of many black people. Equally, it is unquestionable that 

the "green agenda" is also a concern for many in the post-apartheid era. It is a relevant 

agenda. However, the common criticism levelled against it is that it does not address 

issues of economic justice and equity. De Gruchy (2007:4) warns that:  
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A myopic green agenda, in which the needs of vulnerable people are, or are 

perceived to be, less important than the needs of vulnerable plants or animals in our 

political and economic climate is likely to provoke an adverse reaction, and probably 

undermine any good intentions. 

 

I agree with McFague (2008:33) and many others that the ecological crisis is 

undeniably a theological problem. I contend that from the perspective of liberation 

hermeneutics, הדר  understood as stewardship, cannot be fully appreciated without 

concerning ourselves at the same time with social justice. Human existence is unitary 

in the African worldview. With this understanding, stewardship of creation and social 

justice cannot be separated. There is a link between ecological deterioration and 

economic injustice. Justice for the poor and justice for the Earth are not mutually 

exclusive. A major contribution of liberation hermeneutics is that human and 

environmental rights are indivisible.  

 

The lack of appreciation of the value of social justice in the purely scientific description 

of ecological destruction is a concern of liberation hermeneutics. The most recent 

example of global inequality and disparity involves access to and roll out of Covid-19 

vaccination globally. This situation can be described as a new site of struggle for the 

poor in global politics. Addressing socio-economic inequity and global disparities is a 

necessary task in unpacking the meaning of הדר . This confronts the West with 

daunting political hurdles such as admitting culpability in the exploitation of Africa’s 

natural resources, slavery and apartheid. A liberationist reading of הדר  serves an 

instrumental function by overtly attacking ideological vestiges of the empire, its 

anthropomorphic worldview and its understanding of socio-political and cosmic 

relationships.  

 

The inter-relationship and interdependency of stewardship and social justice are 

critical for the unity, social order and harmony of creation as a whole. Ecology and 

social justice are not desperate and mutually exclusive concepts. In fact, their 

association opens a new understanding of what Bergman (1995: xiii-xiv) calls 

“ecological theology of liberation.” In the context of Black women’s hermeneutics of 

ecowomanism, ecofeminism and Bosadi, we see a new path of creation theology. This 

is a total departure from the classical masculine interpretation of creation narratives. 
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The reading of Black women recognises positive intra-creational inter-relationships 

and gender equity. In my opinion, contemporary interpretations of Priestly creation 

narratives cannot avoid answering questions of race, gender, LGBTI and other forms 

of social injustice and exclusion. If we accept that it assumes intra-creational task, 

there is no reason to exclude the social justice dimension. Bergmann (1995:2) 

recognises the profound intra-creational relatedness: 

 
There is indissoluble connection between one’s vision of human beings and one’s 
vision of the cosmos, between one’s understanding of nature, society, human 
beings, and God. A shift in the understanding of any of these entities invariably 
causes the others to appear in a different light as well. 

 

In fact, human beings cannot claim their creative agency, which resembles God’s 

creative power if they oppress one another. I therefore question the interpretation of 

Genesis 1:26-28 that inadvertently tends to exclude human-to-human requirements in 

the meaning of הדר . Any change in the understanding of how human beings should 

treat each other simultaneously calls into question the understanding of the concept 

of God’s מלצ  (image) in Genesis 1:26-27 and the divine assessment that creation was 

indeed דאמ בוט   (‘very good’). What is our understanding of oppression, poverty, 

racism, patriarchy, marginalisation and social inequality? Should fellow human beings 

be oppressed, treated as second-class citizens in their country of birth and forcefully 

removed from their land? What does it mean in liberation hermeneutics if a person 

believes in God who sanctions racism, oppression and social injustice?  

 

The P writer offered clarity and direction and mediated a new consciousness, which 

led to a new social arrangement of universal harmony and order after the chaotic 

situation of the imperial domination by Babylon (Draper 2001:158). In line with 

Westermann’s (1974:11) argument about the theological-political nature of Genesis 1, 

"The background was an existential, not an intellectual problem.” There may be no 

direct similarities between South Africa’s post-liberation social reality and post-exilic 

Israel, as such, but Ukpong (1995:10) suggests that: 

 
Just as in translation whereby dynamically equivalent words are used to translate 
the biblical text where there are no exact equivalents, so dynamically equivalent 
contexts are used to mediate the message of the text where there are no exact 
equivalent contexts. 
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The impact of apartheid on Black people is widely documented. In the context of 

Oukasie community, a meaning of הדר  that excludes social justice is a poor ethical 

motivator for change of cultural attitude and participation in the conservation of nature. 

My conclusion is that it is a poor ethical motivator because it lacks attention to human-

to-human dimension particularly the historical perspective of an apartheid regime and 

its extractive economy. This neglect of the vestiges of the oppressor is absent in the 

custodianship or stewardship meaning of הדר . Daneel (1991:100) makes an appeal 

that:  

 
If our objective is liberation, we have to confront the realities of the crisis. In a global 
situation of social injustice, political oppression, and ecological degradation, these 
are all equally urgent issues, to be dealt with concurrently… The basic human right 
to life and freedom never excludes the responsibility of earthkeeping.  

 

6.6  CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER 

 

A liberationist reading of the concept of הדר  recognises an inherent goodness of the 

created order for all of humanity. In fact, all of God’s creation was beautiful and good. 

In other words, no human community was destined to be poor, oppressed and 

marginalised particularly if its members were created in God’s מלצ  (Gen 1:26). It can 

be argued that there is a link between creation and liberation. All human beings are 

created in the image of God and have the same purpose, which is to maintain universal 

harmony and social order. Therefore, no human being or any part of nature should be 

left broken because of the oppressive acts of fellow human beings. A liberationist 

perspective of הדר  reminds us that the enormous scholarly energy and curiosity in the 

pursuit of the original meaning of the word can also lead us to ignore the more 

important task of unpacking and communicating the meaning of biblical texts to the 

pressing needs of the contemporary world. Social injustice, poverty and inequality are 

pressing challenges of Black people in South Africa. These are the metaphorical fault 

lines in God’s created order.  

 

The basis of this argument is that the social reality of poverty, inequality and 

unemployment in Oukasie community is a sustained assault on God’s intention of 

universal harmony and order. The community’s expectation fits well with the concern 

of liberation hermeneutics and its attention to the socio-economic and political 
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situation of the oppressed. In my estimation, the situation of poverty and inequality 

contradicts God’s intention of universal harmony and order. 

 

The chapter has shown that an African liberationist worldview does not include the 

understanding of the violent dominion over nature by human beings. We now know 

that the violent masculine and anthropomorphic understanding of הדר  has come with 

unprecedented aggression towards both humans and nature. When human beings 

live justly on earth, they enjoy the fruits of the land and are truly the image of God. 

Once the true meaning of הדר  is compromised and lost, humanity descends into the 

chaotic situation of racism, exploitation and oppression. Humanity falls into its own 

self-imposed captivity and marginalisation. 

 

With the exception of a few Black women who have written on eco-feminism, eco-

womanism and Bosadi, respectively, the theme of social justice is missing in the 

general discourse of eco-justice. The interpretation of הדר  as stewardship suffers from 

a serious deficiency of social justice and economic inclusivity, which are essential 

ingredients of the post-apartheid social harmony and social order. This is a recognition 

from the South African liberationist worldview that no meaning of הדר  will escape 

scrutiny particularly if it excludes issues of social justice because social justice will 

continue to be the measure of biblical relevance and ethical hermeneutics in the post-

apartheid South Africa. 

 

In our present post-apartheid era, הדר  requires a dramatic expansion of meaning and 

purpose that is open and includes the concerns of those who are poor and 

marginalised. Given this democratic framework of broadening the meaning and 

purpose, הדר  then suggests an inclusion of the concerns of the poor and the 

marginalised whose voice is ordinarily not heard or is outweighed by the voice of the 

powerful. 
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CHAPTER 7: OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
“Creation for Liberation” 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this final chapter is to summarise the findings of the study and to make 

further recommendations for further studies.  

  

7.2 OBSERVATIONS AND FINDINGS 

 

Out of the Priestly material, emerges a magnificent creation story that combines 

language and symbolism into mythology. It is a powerful and yet strange story that has 

found its place within the Old Testament canon, for both Jews and Christians. The 

story is situated in a complex religio-cultural and political context of the ancient Near 

East. In this story, the P source is using a commonly known literary genre of myth to 

express his/her important message about universal harmony and social order. Many 

aspects of the P creation story have been studied over the ages. Much more could be 

said about the word הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 but I will stop here.  

 

I began this study by mentioning that in the last few decades, there has been a growing 

interest in approaching the Bible through other perspectives than the historical-critical 

method. I tried to show that this hermeneutical shift from the traditional historical-

critical approach is a site-of-struggle—politically, economically, religiously and 

culturally. I call it a site-of-struggle because, while the traditional approaches have 

been “accepted,” South African liberation hermeneutics still has to justify the validity 

of its hermeneutical theories and frameworks. A liberationist perspective bears witness 

to the continuing political, cultural and religious zeal for the representation of the voice 

of the “Other” in biblical interpretation.  

 

Stories about the beginning of life are inherent and foundational to the social fabric of 

all societies, for without them people face chaos. Such stories about creation, which 

often find expression in the form of a creation epic, are not mere fiction or fantasy, but 

constitute realities in which people live. Israelite myths of origin should be understood 
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as an important social, religious and political response to existential questions that 

relate to both the individual and the community at a particular point in history. It seems 

to me that if African readers of the Bible are able to overcome the Western-ingrained 

ideas about creation narratives, then, it is possible for them to see these stories will 

as transformational and liberational. 

 

This study has set out to deal with a composite research problem: biblical 

hermeneutics in South Africa has a problematic history whereby it was manipulated to 

justify apartheid. Secondly, the traditional historical-critical approach, which has 

dominated the landscape of Old Testament studies in South Africa, has been found to 

be inadequate in dealing with issues of social justice. Thirdly, there is a general paucity 

of exegetical commentary from the perspective of African liberation hermeneutics on 

creation narratives. 

 

The bold statement of this study is that it is possible to generate another meaning of 

הדר  from the vestiges and experiences of the apartheid regime as experienced by the 

Oukasie community of Brits. The title of this thesis indicates that the ethical obligation 

of the study is to approach the concept of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 from a liberationist 

perspective. At its most fundamental level, it means that the study is concerned with 

issues of social justice in the post-apartheid South Africa.  

 

The study builds on the useful technical conclusions of the historical-critical approach. 

However, the ethical obligation of the study is to take a step further beyond the 

technical findings of the historical-critical approach and to engage the concept of הדר  

in Genesis 1:26-28 from a liberationist perspective. At its most fundamental level, it 

means that the study contributes to a body of knowledge that addresses issues of 

social justice in the post-apartheid South Africa.  

 

Therefore, the heading of this concluding chapter reads like “creation for liberation” 

because I derived many of my working assumptions and theoretical frameworks from 

the body of scholarship on South African liberation hermeneutics. Secondly, the 

research problem identified that there is significant paucity of reflection on the Genesis 

creation narratives in African liberation hermeneutics. Literature review in Chapter 
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Two indeed confirmed that, generally, liberation hermeneutics has not paid much 

attention to the Genesis creation narratives. In other words, creation narratives remain 

untapped considering the wealth of exegetical opportunities that can create a new 

understanding and vision of creation and the possible role of human beings in this 

universe when motivated by social justice. By achieving such, liberation hermeneutics 

would have achieved a new paradigm of directly linking the traditional creation 

theology with liberation motif of social justice that we can call “liberation stewardship.” 

We are stewards not only of nature but also of human lives and their welfare. 

 

Several conclusions emanate from this study that confirm the hypothesis that the study 

set out to test: when the tools of African liberation hermeneutics are applied 

accordingly in the interpretive process, then a liberationist meaning of the concept of 

הדר  is possible. Secondly, another reading of Genesis 1:26-28 and other meanings 

are possible in biblical interpretation. Most importantly, the South African liberation 

hermeneutics remains valid and relevant and it offers a localised hermeneutics in the 

post-apartheid South Africa. It is in this context that a liberationist meaning of הדר  in 

Genesis 1:26-28 is made possible in a radical way. It is radical in the sense that it 

departs from and cuts through the traditional reading of the Genesis creation 

narratives and proposes a liberation consciousness in the concept of הדר . This 

confirms that there is an urgent need and scope to develop and practice biblical 

hermeneutics in a non-Western context such as post-apartheid South Africa. 

 

Chapter Three has shown that biblical interpretation itself remains a site of ideological 

struggle for competing hermeneutical positions and ideological stances. When one 

reads Adamo’s (2015) “African Biblical Studies: Illusions, Realities and Challenges,” it 

becomes clearer that indeed interpreting the Bible in Africa is a tumultuous discourse. 
African biblical studies is still emerging. However, it has already established its unique 

characteristics and contributions to biblical hermeneutics. Liberation hermeneutics 

acknowledges that the Bible is a product of socio-economic, political and religious 

settings of ancient times. It also argues that any biblical text is an ideological response 

expressing the interests of the author/s.  
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How we understand P’s creation narrative as a whole and the concept of הדר  in 

Genesis 1:26-28, in particular, will depend largely on our own social location. Chapter 

Four therefore defines social context, which is a necessary interpretive variable in 

liberation hermeneutics. The experiences of Oukasie community represents those of 

many Black communities across South Africa where poverty and unemployment and 

other social ills prevail. A constant reminder by scholars of African liberation 

hermeneutics is the strategic prominence of one’s social location in the interpretive 

process. How Black people experience and are affected by the post-apartheid social 

reality determines how they would read the Bible. What makes a liberationist meaning 

possible is informed by Black people’s view of reality, which in turn is informed by their 

social realities. These social realities of continuing social injustice and economic 

inequality are a combination of the legacies of colonialism, vestiges of apartheid and 

the failures of the present government of the African National Congress.  

 

This study has made a legitimate case against the claims of value-free scientific, 

objective and apolitical approach of the historical-critical method. The conclusion of 

this study is informed by the observation that Black people expect an ethical and 

responsible way of reading the Bible. This means that their social reality must be taken 

into consideration in the interpretive process. In other words, to arrive at a liberationist 

meaning of הדר  or of any other biblical text for that matter, we must suspend blind 

obedience to Western discursive hegemony with its scientiifc ethos. With its 

domination of the colonised world, Western hegemony has previously restricted the 

“Other” non-western perspectives from providing other possible meanings of biblical 

texts. Africans can arrive at a liberationist meaning of creation narratives 

independently of Western philosophy and epistemology. 
 

It was important to illustrate in Chapter Five that despite the limitations of the historical-

critical approach, biblical interpretation in general has benefited from many years of 

generative scholarship that has enhanced our understanding of the literary, historical 

and sociological dimensions of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. This study too has benefitted from 

some of the findings and conclusions of the historical-critical approach. For example, 

Genesis 1:1-2:4a is part of the Priestly material located in the Pentateuch, which 

reflects on religio-cultural context of ancient Israel. Behind and beneath the Priestly 
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material, lies literary and religio-cultural contexts that gave rise to and shaped the text 

in its final canonical form. 

 

Liberation hermeneutics postulates that the ideological interests of the author are 

embedded in the biblical text. Biblical texts are not neutral to the events affecting 

ancient Israel. According to Tate (1991:9), “the text is the product of an author, and 

the author is a product of an age.” In the case of Genesis 1:26-28, we know from other 

biblical and extra-biblical sources that the social setting of the P material is 

characterised by imperial domination of Babylon over ancient Israel. This means that 

when we approach Genesis 1:26-28, we are justified to assume that behind the text, 

there is a community of ancient Israel that had socio-economic, political and cultural 

experiences and struggles in its time. These struggles and experiences would have 

been ordinary forms of existence in the ancient Near East as they are ordinary in our 

21st century. Thus, the P material of Genesis 1:1-2:4a would be inseparable from this 

backdrop. 

 

Upon scrutiny and applying the post-apartheid black experience juxtaposed with the 

logic of liberation hermeneutics as Chapter Six does, a reading of הדר  in its overall 

religio-cultural context of the ancient Near Eastern and the Babylonian captivity opens 

a magnificent door of storytelling about God, human beings and nature. All are 

inextricably intertwined in this dynamic drama of separation, differentiation and 

functionality, all resulting in universal harmony and social order. When myths of human 

origins are narrated, highly consequential interests and ideology are at stake. The 

study claims that the creation myth and myth making in the P material are not innocent 

but ideological and polemical. The P source created and articulated the idealisation of 

universal harmony and social order. This hypothesis was tested by reading the same 

text, this time from the background of a tainted history of oppression, racism, social 

injustice and economic inequality. We can now find common features that describe 

social arrangements that carry existential aspirations of any human being anywhere 

on the planet – that desire for universal harmony, cosmic and social order, social 

justice and equality. In this regard, I find Hawthorne’s (2017:247) reflection on the 

legitimating function of myths relevant to the discourse of social order in post-exilic 

Yehud: 
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…communities mobilize origin myths in order to authorize (or challenge) social 
arrangements in the present, either by suggesting that some social structure or 
rule is beyond question because it is divinely ordained or by implying that an existing 
system is a distortion of or departure from an original state to which a community 
should return in order to restore order. 

 

A reading of the Bible with the lens of liberation remains a valid proposition in the post-

apartheid South Africa. We can arrive at a sound biblical interpretation, which is 

Christian but also African in its expression (O’Donovan 2000:5). The task of South 

African liberation hermeneutics is to declare that Black people can be Christian without 

uncritically adopting Western methods of interpretation in their reading of the Bible. 

Put differently, to read the Bible in a way that expresses Black people’s view of reality 

is not in opposition to being a Christian.  

 

To explore the Bible through the eyes of the poor and the marginalised both within the 

text and in our contemporary Africa is the trademark of liberation hermeneutics. 

Revisiting the P creation narrative and the concept of הדר  with a fresh lens of liberation 

may be called a hermeneutical project of reclamation. The success of this 

hermeneutical project of reclamation will be determined by imaginative and critical re-

reading of biblical stories through African worldviews, African scholarly insights on 

meanings of the text and incisive application of the readings to the present-day social 

and political realities.  

 

In light of the environmental crisis, a central claim of this study has been that הדר  

functions discursively, legitimating a particular universal care that includes social 

justice. In this thesis, the reader is invited to hear both the cry of the poor and the cry 

of nature. Poverty, inequality and ecological destruction disrupt universal harmony and 

social order. An environmental crisis is a contemporary reality facing all of humanity. 

The continuing affirmation of certain ecological meanings of הדר  in Genesis 1:26-28 

such as stewardship and custodianship emerges in this study. However, refusal to 

hear the cry of the poor and the marginalised is social injustice. Western societies are 

justified to continue to respond to social realities that matter to their contexts and 

adhere to their own paradigms and worldviews. However, a re-reading of הדר  

illustrates that social justice and eco-justice are not mutually exclusive terms because 
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the oppression of fellow human beings and the exploitation of nature have severe 

consequences for the poor regardless. 

  

The post-apartheid era calls liberation hermeneutics to deal with socio-economic and 

ecological issues as interdependent because they are both driven by the same 

traditional dominion logic—of conquering or colonising fellow humans and plundering 

their natural resources. The traditional instrumentalist meaning of הדר  is a reminder of 

the connection between the anathematisation of Africa’s indigenous cultures and the 

damage to the natural world. Essentially, addressing the absurdity of caring for the 

planet when humanity has not learnt to care for fellow humans is the concern of 

liberation hermeneutics. A call to ecological stewardship must be linked to social 

justice and economic equity in an interconnected, interdependent and holistic manner. 

 

7.3 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 

This study can be regarded as an exegetical case study, which goes to demonstrate 

the interpretations that are possible when non-Western voices (the “Others”) are given 

a platform to engage in their own interpretation of the Bible. Genesis 1:1-2:4a can be 

read from different perspectives using various approaches under the umbrella of 

African Biblical Hermeneutics. Each new reading contributes to the depth and richness 

of meaning recognised in the text. In this regard, it is important that credit be given to 

African female scholars who have pioneered eco-womanist, eco-feminism and Bosadi 

perspectives in the interpretation of Genesis 1:1-2:4a. These approaches have not 

only exposed the dominance of androcentric hermeneutics in the interpretation of 

creation narratives, they have highlighted also that women’s issues are indeed social 

justice issues. In other words, environmental issues and gender equality are 

intrinsically linked as issues of social justice. In the context of the African continent, 

African women are disproportionately affected by environmental issues and economic 

inequalities. 

 

A case for the practice of African liberation hermeneutics in the post-apartheid context 

has been established. The pre-1994 period has had a remarkable requisite collection 

of Black Theology commentaries. However, since then, there is an observable paucity 
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in the production of liberation hermeneutics. As a case study of exegesis in African 

liberation hermeneutics, the thesis is significant in terms of its re-awakening that 

important tradition and contributing to its further development in the post-apartheid 

era. 

 

7.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDIES 

 

From the above observations,  

 

• The link between social justice and ecological issues in the South African Old 

Testament context remains basically unexplored and warrants further scholarly 

investigation.  

• There is fertile ground for further exegetical studies from African Biblical 

Hermeneutics perspectives which, for example, could link creation concepts 

with some African concepts such as ubuntu.  

• It occurred to me during this study that Africa’s story-telling techniques are 

available as a heuristic tool to enable African Biblical Hermeneutics to discover 

more of the creation narratives. This area could be explored in future studies. 

 

Finally, this study was undertaken during the Covid-19 pandemic. COVID-19 is taking 

its toll on the world, causing deaths, illnesses and compounding economic 

imbalances. In the context of the broad discourse of social justice in the post-colonial 

era, the Covid-19 pandemic opens a new challenge for African Biblical Hermeneutics 

by putting the pandemic at the forefront of biblical discourse. The suffering and death 

resulting from Covid-19 stand in stark contrast to God’s vision of abundant life in 

Geneis 1.  

 

Beyond the medical technicalities of the pandemic itself and the lockdowns, the 

interest of African liberation hermeneutics is that the lack of equitable administration 

and management of vaccines has widened the legacy of inequality and poverty. 

The poor and the marginalised are among those worst impacted by both COVID-19 

because of the legacy of global inequalities and poverty. The impact of COVID-19 on 

the overall liberation endeavour of Black people in South Africa is a fertile area for 
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further studies. The pandemic revealed serious faultlines in government’s planning 

and policy. It exposes the lack of infrastructure, poor service delivery and lack of 

coordination across different government spheres. Therefore, the pandemic is not just 

a medical issue, it is also an issue of social justice because it reveals the catastrophic 

risk that the poor continue to face – their existence. To avoid such catastrophic risk of 

environmental degradation, poverty and pandemics, African Old Testament studies 

needs to promote a creation theology based on human-to-human as well as human-

to-nature stewardship. 
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