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Abstract 

 

As many researchers have already documented, Christianity has played a pivotal role in shaping both the 

history of the  Eastern Cape since the early 1800s, as well as the history of South Africa more broadly.  

Generally speaking, these studies have documented either the effects of mission-style Christianity and 

missionaries on African societies1, or have considered the way in which African Christians have cleaved 

to Christianity and made it their own.2   From a somewhat different direction, theologians and historians 

of Christianity have focused on the way in which local belief systems articulated with Christianity to 

provide potential converts to Christianity with new ways of thinking about their worlds.  But most of this 

literature – certainly the more recent material -  relates to the nineteenth century.  Christianity as a factor 

influencing people’s lives and identities does not have the same status in more contemporary research on 

the Eastern Cape, Bob Edgar and Hilary Sapire’s excellent recent work on the Prophet Nontetha 

Nkwenkwe notwithstanding.3  Although African Christianity remains prominent in the history of the 

Eastern Cape, its presence is often mediated through biographical and semi-biographical work, most of 

whose subjects had connections to the African middle class and African nationalism and were practising 

Christians.4 It is my intention in this paper to outline the historiography on African Christianity in the 

Eastern Cape for the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, as well as to suggest some 

fruitful avenues of further research, based on working with archival material located in the Eastern Cape 

and Johannesburg.   In particular I shall be looking at the way in which black residents of the Eastern 

Cape used their religious affiliation to negotiate some of the difficulties contingent on living in a rapidly 

modernising – although not necessarily in any western sense - society. 
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During the 1990s one of the one exciting and stimulating trends within African history lay in work which 

revisited the impact of missions and Christianity on African societies. The impetus for this trend was the 

publication of Jean and John Comaroff’s path breaking volume on mission encounters amongst the Sotho-

Tswana.5 However, the last few years have seen a tapering off of interest in this field for a number of 

reasons, including the filling of this historiographical gap.  In addition, as research moved from the 

nineteenth to the twentieth century and from the colonial to the post-colonial moment,  its focus moved 

from missions to African Christianity, a subject requiring a very different intellectual lens.  The subject, 

though is by no means exhausted and in this paper I  want to suggest some new ways for looking at 

Christianity in the history of South Africa, using the Eastern Cape as my area of study. 

 

Perhaps one of the factors concerning little recent scholarship lies in an historical inability to 

conceptualise faith.  Many historians of South Africa remain wary of religion, not sure how to deal with 

spiritual matters at a secular level.  In particular, historians are reluctant or unable (because of the 

difficulty of researching the subject) to grapple with the issue of African initiated churches and their 

widespread adherence, leaving this work to scholars based in religious studies or theological departments.  

Religious scholars have always made more of an attempt to integrate the work of historians, but have 

often done so naively.  The net effect of this is that both religious scholars and historians haven’t paid as 

much attention as they might to religion as everyday discourse.  What I want to suggest in this paper are 

some ways of doing this, working from the idea that, while faith itself remains conceptually outside the 

capacity of historical research, the effects of faith do not.  It is possible, therefore, to study the 

consequences of Christianity.6

 

Part 1: The Historiography of the Nineteenth Century 

 

The historiography of missions in South Africa, much of which relates to the Eastern Cape, is fairly well 

known.7  The first mission histories, dating from the late nineteenth century, were adulatory, written by 

missionaries themselves or historians sympathetic to the missionary cause.8  This sort of writing is often 

referred to as pious hagiography.9  Much of the writing on South African missions during this period was 

published at Lovedale Institution.10   

 

During the early twentieth century mission writing moved away from surveys of missions and the 

memoirs of individual missionaries to work by historians and anthropologists, many of whom had links to 

mission societies or stations.11  Donavan William’s work on the Eastern Cape, including his 

comprehensive and comparative studies of mission in the areas is the quintessential example of this.12  

William’s work, though, is less than critical of the missionaries, while he himself had an often sometimes 

problematic relationship with students at Fort Hare, because of his conservative views.  In a similar vein, 
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A.E. du Toit’s study of relations on the Cape Frontier during the nineteenth century is archivally rich and 

historically extensive but inclined to view colonialism as a benefit to the frontier.13   

 

Figure 1: List of Publications from Lovedale 

 

At the same time that du Toit and Williams were engaged in their work, the work of missions began to be 

viewed more critically.14  Historians and other Africanists began to study missions and their relation to 

the wider historical context, rather than as discrete settings for the meeting of European and African 

cultures  This move heralded the problematisation of missionary endeavour from the African perspective 

and introduced the idea that missionaries were agents of colonialism, promoting and propagating the rule 

of colonial states to the detriment of the people whom they were trying to convert. 15

 

the full extent of the political role of the missionaries in the subjugation of the Bantu 

tribes becomes apparent during the twenties, thirties and forties of the nineteenth century.  

It is not enough to say that they acted as peaceful forerunners paving the way for the 

governor and the military.  They participated in a very positive sense in conquest.16   

 

This role continued to be a feature of mission historical writing by both mainstream and church historians 

until the present, receiving gradual refinement along the way.  By their very inefficiency (in some cases 

their well-meaning paternalism) they promoted the colonial cause.  According to James Cochrane, the 

integrity, character and genuine charity of the missionaries is irrelevant since they could not avoid their 

status as agents of capitalism.17 

 

During the late 1960s and 1970s liberation theology also contributed to the way in which missions and the 

established churches were written about. Its academic impact led many Christian academics to reanalyse 

the role of the churches and their complicity in the historical foundations of apartheid.18  As a result 

prominent theologians and church historians working in South Africa during this period also began to 

write of missionaries as colonial agents.  This period also saw the writing of the first histories of black 

independent churches.19  During the 1960s and 1970s liberal and radical Africanists also began focusing 

on missions through their focus on political economy in South African history.20

 

Inasmuch as a body of literature on missions existed, the creation of an African national elite and 

missionaries as colonial agents remained prominent as themes until the late 1980s.21  At this point, 

scholars began to examine the anthropology of missions, the intersection of missionary and local culture 

systems, the development of indigenous Christianity among early converts and so on.22 “A new 

generation of critical scholars concerned primarily with culture as a material system effectively 

transformed the historical agenda of the 1970s and 1980s”.23  This was possible because of the growing 

importance of culture and ideology as explanatory factors for historical events. 
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Among the researchers influenced by the cultural turn in the humanities were John and Jean Comaroff. In 

volume one of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, Colonialism and Consciousness in South Africa  

they announced their intention of doing a historical anthropology of missions in South Africa, 

concentrating on the ‘long conversation’ that took place between the Tswana and non-conformist 

missionaries.   Terence Ranger has described this work as one “destined to become the classic treatment 

of nineteenth-century Southern African mission”.24  The flurry of reviews, both negative and positive, it 

prompted reflect its impact on the recent upsurge of interest in mission history.25

 

One of the principal criticism of the Comaroffs has centred on the degree to which their research re-

inscribes European hegemony in conditions of contact, through their emphasis on missionaries rather than 

Africans.26  Valid or not, this critique was answered by a proliferation of work which introduced agency 

and African initiative to the African reception of missionaries.27  Elizabeth Elbourne’s work on the 

Eastern Cape paid particular attention to the efforts of some of the first African converts, while her more 

recent work has looked at the role of religion in the Kat River Rebellion.28  Elbourne’s research echoes, 

though with more emphasis on cultures of contact, that of Janet Hodgson, whose own work examined the 

origins and nature of early indigenous Christianity in the Eastern Cape.29   

 

Figure 2: Missions and Christianity in the Eastern Cape – Work from the 1990s 

 

In the mid- to late 1990s the publication of two edited volumes on the history of Christianity and missions 

in South Africa marked the recognition of the importance of these two fields.  Of the two, the most 

important and the one more concerned with developments in the Eastern Cape was Henry Bredekamp and 

Robert Ross’s Missions and Christianity in South African History.  The volume was based on a 1992 

conference at the University of the Western Cape, which looked at issues around early African 

Christianity and missions in the history of South Africa.30  It includes several on the missions and 

Christianity in the history of the Eastern Cape, as well as a very able historiographical introduction.31

 

While the volume by Bredekamp and Ross concerned itself primarily with the nineteenth century, 

Richard Elphick and Rodney Davenport’s Christianity in South Africa: A Political, Social & Cultural 

History discusses the history of missions and Christianity via regional and thematic chapters dealing with 

the role of missionaries amongst different African communities, the contribution of the mainline churches 

to South African history and the growth of the AICs.32  The Eastern Cape is covered in Janet Hodgson’s 

chapter on early Christianity in the region, as well as more peripherally in other chapters. 

 

Since 1997 the production of work on the intersection of mission history with African society has 

continued.  Some of this is to be found in John de Gruchy’s edited volume on the London Missionary 
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Society, including Robert Ross’s piece on the pivotal role of conflict involving the Reads in the 

reconfiguration of the mission endeavour in South Africa.33   

 

While the work mentioned above has paid attention to the intricate operation of colonial power and the 

varied nature of black/white relationships in the nineteenth century, attention to gender has been the 

concern of work that I, together with Julie Wells, have published.  Indeed, this interest goes further to 

include attention to issues of sexuality which were so prominent in African and mission encounters, given 

the disjuncture between Xhosa understandings of sexuality and sexual rights and the missionary emphasis 

on monogamous heterosexuality.34  The importance of examining the mission encounter in this way 

heralded in the 2001 special edition of Le Fait Missionaire devoted to the subject of ‘Sex and Mission’ in 

which both Julie Wells and myself had papers on the Eastern Cape.   

 

If the above discussion would seem to indicate that the subject of missions in the Eastern Cape has been 

comprehensively covered, that is not entirely the case.  Patrick Harries’ recent work on the power of 

literacy and the meaning of authority conferred through acquaintance with the Bible, for late-nineteenth 

century South-East Africa points to the importance of examining converts own strategies, not just to 

indigenise their churches, but also to take control of the word of God.35  Given the intense importance of 

Lovedale Press in the production of an African literate culture (starting from the nineteenth century) this 

is a subject that needs much further research. To my knowledge very little work has been done on the 

vernacular archive that is part of the Lovedale Collection at the Cory Library in Grahamstown.  Some of 

the issues around literacy and power were picked up by Leon de Kock in his account of the textual battles 

between African converts and missionaries during the nineteenth century, but I think more could be 

done.36

 

Another interesting field of research – and here I am thinking of a recent special edition of the 

International Bulletin of Missionary Research – lies in an examination of mission photography.37  As a 

recent volume on the construction of colonial imaginations through images has indicated, the creation of 

ordered landscapes through the genre of photography was central to the mission project.38  Both the 

Lovedale Collection and the School of Oriental and African Studies have rich holdings of mission 

photography for the Eastern Cape.   

 

Part 2: African Christianity in the Twentieth Century 

 

In what follows, rather than provide a comprehensive overview of the literature on Christianity in the 

Eastern Cape in the twentieth century, I shall rather focus on some of the issues the historical literature 

does not cover. 

 

 

 5



Figure 3: Bibliographic Extract: 20th century work on Christianity and the Eastern Cape 

   

Historical literature on missions in both South Africa and the Eastern Cape in the twentieth century (apart 

from the contemporary work emanating from Lovedale) is somewhat sparse. It neither matches the 

volume of literature on the nineteenth century, nor does it compare to twentieth century work on the rest 

of Africa.39  Part of the explanation for this lies in the way in which the era of mission endeavour in South 

Africa ends with the nineteenth century.  North of the Limpopo, and for parts of East Africa for example, 

the later date of colonial penetration tends to correspond (though not entirely) with the entry of European 

missionaries into these areas.  For this reason, there is a greater amount of work on missions more 

specifically for these areas than for South Africa although, as Brian Stanley put it at a recent conference 

on ‘Missions, Nationalism and the End of Empire, ‘Christian missions in the twentieth century, despite 

their greatly extended geographical scope and numerical weight in comparison with the nineteenth 

century, have to date received only a fraction of the scholarly attention that has been lavished on the 

Victorian mission enterprise.”40  A more noteworthy development for twentieth century South Africa lies 

in the development of indigenous Christianity and, as a result,  work on the twentieth century focuses on 

the mainstream and African indigenous churches.  However, most of this is work by theologians and 

scholars of religious studies rather than historians.  While rich and valuable, the faith-based imperatives 

of some of this work mean that it does not always ask the kinds of questions historians would ask.    

 

Historians, by contrast, have remained nervous of religion. Instead, for many historians the central 

historical questions of the long twentieth century, beginning with the mineral revolutions, have turned on 

issues of class and race.  The metanarrative of much South African history has been the struggle for 

freedom from either class or racial oppression.  As a result, for many historians attention to the issue of 

Christianity or faith has been in a ‘so what has Christianity contributed (or not contributed) to the 

struggle’ kind of way.  This approach obscures as much as it reveals.   

 

Every scholar of South African history of the twentieth century knows that Christianity was one of the 

most important influences on the development of early African nationalism.  Andre Odendaal states this 

quite unequivocally in his seminal study of the rise of African nationalism, Vukani Bantu: 

 

The political awareness of this new class was shaped by three main factors: the influence 

of Christian missions ... Of these factors the missionary stimulus was undoubtedly the 

strongest ... The members of the new educated class of Africans which emerged in 

consequence of these developments soon became aware of the overall discrepancy 

between Christian doctrine and western political ideals on one hand and the realities of 

white conquest on the other.41

 

 6



This view is repeated in a variety of other standard texts on the twentieth century history of South Africa, 

particularly those dealing with the origins of protest politics. 

 

There are, however, problems with this mantra as Jim Campbell and others indicate.42  He picks up on the 

subject of the influence of Ethiopianism - in this case the AME -  on African nationalism: “Nationalist 

historians elaborated the interpretation in the 1950s and 1960s, firmly locating the AME Church in a 

teleology which reached its fulfilment in the formation of the South African Native National Congress 

[the original name of the ANC] in 1912”.43  However, according to Campbell “the equation of 

Ethiopianism and African nationalism conceals as much as it reveals”.44  His contention, quite rightly so, 

is that Ethiopianism went further and took in a broader constituency than that catered to by early African 

nationalism. 

 

Campbell’s work is important because it is one of the few within the discipline of history rather than 

religious studies to breakaway from the self-referential relationship normally posed between the two 

factors.  Scholars of religious movements in South Africa have paid attention to these connections, but the 

lack of rapprochement that has traditionally existed between the two fields has restricted the 

dissemination of this idea.45 Biographies of African nationalist leaders cover this issue but often in 

unsatisfactory detail for people for whom their Christian belief was supposed to be such an issue.46  Two 

recent biographies by Catherine Higgs on D. D. T. Jabavu and Willem Saayman on Z. K. Matthews 

manage much more successfully to integrate belief and political consciousness, but these are exceptions 

which discuss the work of less ‘national’ political figures.47  Richard Elphick’s work on Christianity and 

African nationalism also escapes some of the instrumentality of the work referred to above.48  While not 

specifically located in the Eastern Cape, Elphick pays both attention to missionaries and the different 

ways in which Christianity fed into twentieth century social consciousness.  In particular, I think his ideas 

around social Christianity could be applied to good effect to the Christian social and philanthropic 

networks built up in South African in the early twentieth century, many of them located in the Eastern 

Cape.49

 

However, not all historians have viewed Christianity only as a way to understanding the development of 

African nationalism.  Ironically here I want to refer to some work which takes us back almost two 

decades and locates us firmly in the Eastern Cape.  In 1986 Terence Ranger performed an exercise 

somewhat similar in intent (though much more extensive in size and scope) to mine.50  In his focus on 

religious movements in the twentieth century he commented upon the need to take them more seriously at 

a number of levels, focusing on the need to understand religious idioms and practices as powerful forms 

of everyday consciousness, permeating people’s negotiations of their lives across a range of contexts.  He 

held up the then forthcoming volume by William Beinart and Colin Bundy on rural consciousness in the 

Transkei as an exemplar of this kind of approach.51  While Beinart and Bundy’s volume concerned itself 

more with examining the different facets of popular consciousness it nevertheless took serious account of 
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the way in which religious belief played a role in constructing the different types of identities on which 

people drew to motivate popular struggles.52  However, despite this auspicious start and Ranger’s 

suggestions, few authors since have cared to delve into the implications of religious consciousness in the 

construction of identity.  Perhaps one of the reasons for this lies in the way in which the urban, 

particularly in the context of the late 1980s and early 1990s, displaced the rural as a site of focus in the 

South African consciousness. 

 

Part 3: New Avenues of Research: Christianity and Identity 

 
This particular section of the paper will of necessity be quite brief because it outlines work in progress. In 

part it is influenced by some recent work on Indian and other nationalisms, drawing links between 

religion, gender and nationalism.53  I am also thinking here of Talal Asad’s point that religion is always 

central to the formation of national identities.54  At this point I am principally concerned to examine new 

ways of thinking about the role of faith, as well as the critical public space religion provided in the 

formation of masculine identity and the imagining of citizenship.   

 

One of the requirements of this approach is an uncoupling of modernity and secularity in theoretical train 

on which studies of this nature ride.  Nationalism – for many perceived to be the religion of modernity – 

is all too often viewed as requiring the abandonment of faith.  In South Africa this takes a particular 

inflection, where modernity and tradition segue into variants of Christianity and custom respectively.  

This prevents the possibility of investigating the role of religion in the creation of modern identities, 

where modernity and secularity (nor modernity and westernization) are not assumed to be contingent 

upon one another and where the possibility of the co-existence of different national identities is allowed 

for.55  This vantage point allows the unpacking of some of the currents and influences involved in 

processes of identity formation for Christian men in the Eastern Cape in the early twentieth century.56

 

A standard narrative of Eastern Cape history for this time period goes something like this.  Towards the 

end of the nineteenth century some African men converted to Christianity and became educated in the 

western mould in mission schools.  These men embraced modernity, moving away from older, more 

traditional practices and allegiances, including religious beliefs and superstitions.  These men became the 

first generation of African nationalists in South Africa, advocating cross-ethnic alliances in the fashioning 

of an anti-state politics.57   This group would have included men like D.D.T Jabavu, but also the host of 

African teachers who staffed missions schools during this period. 

 

Such a modernist narrative has little space for the idea that allegiances to pre-colonial beliefs and 

practices were anything but regressions or, alternatively, instrumental uses of the past to further present 

aims.  Here I am referring to the status of custom, particularly lobola and polygamy, in the creation of an 

early-twentieth century Christian and national identity.  The place of custom in modern identity, however, 
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was not a throwback to the past and rather a deeply significant part of a newly modern identity – an 

identity which saw no incongruity between Christianity, custom and modernity, or alternatively no 

disjuncture between the sacred and the secular.  In fact, the negotiation of faith was a field of disciplinary 

practice quintessential to the production of the modern, African subject, in the sense that none of the 

identities which were produced in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century can be understood apart 

from their negotiation of Christianity and custom.58   

 

These are tentative thoughts, based on work which I have been doing on Christian communities of 

different sorts in the Eastern Cape in the 1920s and 1930s, for instance, the various institutions and 

committees attached to the mainstream and their African affiliated churches which had principally 

African membership.  In the Minutes of the Teachers’ and Preachers’ Meetings of the Diocese of St 

John’s, St Mark’s Mission, the first meeting of 1920 included a discussion of African Christian 

marriage.59  Apart from Bishop Callaway, all the participants were the African preachers and lay elders.  

After considerable discussion the meeting eventually agreed to the formulation of eight rules for 

application to African weddings.  Except for the last, which concerned the taking of communion, all the 

rules contained the implicit acceptance of the idea that such a thing as an African Christian marriage, 

markedly different to a European Christian marriage, could and did exist. 

 

Figure 3: The Rules of Marriage 

 

This was not the only meeting at which the issue of Christian marriage was raised.  It was raised 

throughout 1920, again in 1921, 1924, 1926 and at regular intervals until the start of the Second World 

War.60  Not all the discussion was identical, but it does indicate a very serious interest in the form and 

sacrament of marriage.  Moreover, the discussion was clearly not all issuing forth on the direction of the 

bishop, but was emanating from the preachers themselves.  Not only that, but on a few occasions the 

meeting took it upon itself to reprimand its own members for not observing either the eight rules of 

marriage or Bishop Key’s widely circulated pamphlet Umtshato Ongcwele. 

 

Figure 4: Umtshato Ongcwele 

 

In 1921 Callaway asked the local preachers about a report that he had heard of mother’s preventing their 

daughters from attending communion on account of their daughters’ menstruation.61   According to the 

preachers themselves, it was the first time that they had heard of such a thing.  Now, it is entirely possible 

that such a thing was happening, given the status of taboos around menstrual blood in Xhosa society.  

However, since this was a women’s matter, it is also possible that the male preachers would not have 

known of such a thing.  Callaway might either have gained the information first hand or through one of 

the mission’s female adjuncts.  This discussion, though, was entirely incongruous for a group of white 
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and black men.  Concern about ritual impurity had been normalised to the extent that it had become a 

legitimate subject of enquiry for a local church community. 

 

However, I do not at this point want to get into a discussion about which elements of either this or the 

diocese’s rules about marriage were Christian and which were African, because such questions can tend 

to create too much of an opposition between modern religion and traditional practice, if not properly 

contextualised. My argument is similar to that religious scholars have made about the inadequacy of 

terms like syncretism, where syncretism marginalises the importance of practices like circumcision.62  

What is so intriguing is that this kind of discussion should be taking place in the preachers’ meeting.  

After a century of mission work in the Eastern Cape and despite all their best efforts the missionaries had 

made about zero headway with the idea that a Christian lifestyle included the complete abandonment of 

all African practices.  Moreover, it was quite accepted that ministering to local converts depended on the 

acceptance of a number of practices which the white missionaries still, to a large extent, considered 

unacceptable.  The insertion of such concerns into both the diocesan meeting agendas and the agenda of 

the diffusion of Christianity more broadly had to have come from local converts.   

 

Furthermore, local converts were not hanging on to older customs and practices just for the sake of 

tradition, but rather were making very strategic interventions into the content and form of local 

Christianity in order to push ahead their own agendas.  Preachers themselves manoeuvred to ensure that 

only certain customs and practices became legitimate elements of local faith, while others were jettisoned 

as not being customary.   In 1935 the preachers’ meeting discussed the subject of ‘fallen girls and white 

wedding dresses’.63  At the end of it those present had decided that girls who gave birth while still 

unmarried could not subsequently marry in white, but that girls who had fallen into sin and repented 

could marry in white.  It is interesting though, those girls who married their metsha partners were allowed 

to repent and marry in white.  The minutes, therefore, included acceptance of the prevalence of 

ukumetsha, but placed no restrictions on the men who make women pregnant. 

 

Given that comments about bad town girls, and the need to assert control over them, proliferated in the 

minutes,  it is apparent that African men were utilising a strategic deployment of custom to augment their 

status as African Christian men, while downplaying others – like fines on men who made women 

pregnant – which did not.64 The space Christianity provided for a discussion of custom to fashion new 

identities was therefore central to a reconfiguration of gender power relations.  The idiom of custom – 

something suited to the discursive field of the sacred rather than the secular – provided a language 

through which to assert and declare a more modern male identity.    It would be a mistake, though, to 

view these interleavings of practice as only opportunistic, or geared to material needs.  In some cases the 

focus on custom represented conscious attempts to create space for African belief within a more modern 

identity.  It is possible to see this elsewhere, particularly for instance in discussions of circumcision.  
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Many African Christian men in the first part of the twentieth century were eager, for instance, to see 

circumcision emerge as a Christian rite of passage.65   

 

Elsewhere, it possible to see more direct efforts to Africanise Christianity, although not in any simple 

way.  In 1917, Tiyo Burnside Soga wrote a history of the Xhosa entitled Intlalo xa Xosa (the old 

orthography), which the Lovedale Press eventually published in the vernacular.  In his original version 

(I’m using a translation of it) he wrote the following. “The mode of life is governed by laws. Xosa’s laws 

were many & very good although there were some dreadful ones.  The strange thing about them was that 

they resembled the Ten Commandments of the Almighty which you can read in the Bible”.66  Soga then 

went on to write about how the Xhosa had recognised adultery in the past.  However, when it came to the 

subject of European perceptions of the link between lazy Xhosa men and polygamy, this is what he had to 

write. “Has the Xosa any right to blame the Europeans for not being polygamists and thus decrease the 

number of Government’s people? No!”.67  For a man convinced of the evil of adultery this was an 

interesting view.  Further on in the same piece Soga wrote of the how the coming of white ministers 

brought light to the Xhosa, then still in darkness.68 However, this was also not an uncritical acceptance of 

all things European, since the same section contained an attack on those who abandoned speaking and 

writing in Xhosa and attempted to become black white men.69  Soga’s case, I hope, shows both the 

difficulty of seeing Africans as either traditionalists or modern Christians, or people for whom the 

espousal of custom and tradition was only a matter of expediency.  Soga’s faith – or at least the results of 

it – was not merely the tacking on of previous belief when convenient to a more modern faith. Rather, 

struggles around identity, often articulated as struggles for the maintenance of custom, were critical to the 

construction of African Christianity. 

 

In the last few paragraphs I have tried to indicate some of the ways in which historians might fruitfully be 

able to interrogate Christianity in the Eastern Cape in ways which move beyond impact models.  Rather 

than considering how faith either did or did not motivate certain responses to colonialism, a focus on the 

interrogation of Christianity in the construction of new identities can provide us with ways to understand 

some of the dynamics of Eastern Cape history at moments which were not directly related to conflict with 

the colonial state. More work for instance, on Christian associations and communities like the teachers’ 

and parents’ associations which proliferated around the mission schools and Fort Hare in the early part of 

the century, could contribute to this.  While the records of many of these have disappeared, the potential 

for oral histories of such communities exists.  Certainly, the CPSA records have ongoing potential in this 

area.  Attention of this kind can only add to the history of the Eastern Cape, particularly for an era in 

which the standard works tend to be anthropological rather than historical. 
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