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ABSTRACT 

This study examines how colonial-era Christian missionary education shaped apartheid-

era religious schooling and post-apartheid state religion education. The author argues that post-

apartheid state religion classrooms simultaneously combat and continue the religious inequalities 

promoted during apartheid. In attempting to combat old religious inequalities, religion education 

creates new religious inequalities. During apartheid, religious education wove racialized 

Christian nationalism into daily life, promoting the separation of peoples of different ethnic and 

religious groups in order to maintain a system of racial segregation. In an attempt to mend the 

racial and religious inequalities of apartheid, the post-apartheid state introduced multi-religion 

education into the school curriculum through the 2003 National Policy on Religion and 

Education. The Policy presents religion education as a means of teaching students to respect 

diversity. Although the new model developed as a direct response to apartheid, few measures 

ensure that the goals of religion education achieve their stated ends in classroom practice or that 

schools fully protect the religious rights of students. Moreover, religion receives a small share of 

curriculum time, raising questions as to whether or not it is taught in all post-apartheid schools. 

Even in schools where religion is taught, little accountability exists to ensure that the subject is 

taught well. This thesis problematizes the insufficient religion training provided to educators as 

well as the Policy’s possible promotion of a civil religion of positive tolerance centered on 

pluralism and secularism. These concerns are further compounded by some teachers’ rejection of 

the Policy, the intertwined histories of Christianity and education in South Africa, and 

longstanding perceptions of “world religions” that problematically marginalize indigenous 

traditions and structurally reflect Christianity. Because the break between religious education as 

conceived during apartheid and religion education in post-apartheid South Africa is primarily 
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one of policy over practice, religious inequalities continue to pervade schools. Finally, this study 

outlines a few possible proposals for changes in religion education and explores trends in 

religion and education across Southern Africa. 
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CHAPTER 1  

 

RELIGION EDUCATION AND THE CHRISTIANIZATION OF SOUTH 

AFRICA: PAST AND PRESENT 

The history of Christian missionary activity in Africa south of the Sahara is closely linked 

with education (Harries 2001; Kidula 2013; Stambach 2010a). Many European-controlled 

African colonial governments left education to the control of foreign missionaries (Hastings 

1994, 541). While Christian missionaries successfully spread Christianity across the continent, 

Africans also appropriated Christianity in ways unintended and unanticipated by European 

Christian missionaries (Kirkaldy 2009, 615; Harries 2001, 418; Comaroff 1985, 10–1). Even in 

well-intentioned encounters between foreign missionaries and Africans, these interactions bore 

the hidden hegemonies of Western ways of thinking and power through the overt presence and 

propagation of Christianity and Western-style education (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991, 171). 

Although missionaries hoped to create an ideal society distinct from secular, industrial Europe 

(Harries 2007, 48–9), Christianity and Western forms of education indigenized Western 

knowledge systems and increased African awareness of European power dynamics (Kirkaldy 

2009, 607). Christian schooling produced new generations for whom Christianity “could be 

taken for granted as part of village life” (Hastings 1995, 554). While Western epistemologies 

were complicit in the cultural oppression of colonized peoples, they also provided Africans with 

the educational and social confidence of their colonizers (Higgs 2008, 446–7; Hastings 1995, 

553) and thus “proved a useful resource for resisting that very domination” (Willinsky 1998, 

109). As a result, Africans learned Western means of diplomacy, reasoning, and control, which 

ultimately led to waves of African nationalism and revolution (Kirkaldy 2009, 607; Comaroff 

and Comaroff 1991). 
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In the 1960s, most African nations gained political independence (Ranger 2008, 8). 

Churches frequently opposed African independence due to uncertainty about whether it would 

maintain the significance of Christianity (Hastings 1995, 43; Ranger 2008, 9–12). After 

independence, many African governments nationalized and standardized their education systems, 

making it increasingly difficult, if not impossible, for foreign missionary education programs to 

continue (Wamagatta 2008, 10–1; Jensz 2012, 297). Although many speculated that the 

significance of Christianity in Africa would decrease after independence in favor of indigenous 

religious traditions due to the loss of missionary-led schools, this has proven untrue. Because 

Christianity metamorphosed into multiple grassroots traditions identified as “African” in nature 

as opposed to “European,” particularly through the proliferation of African Initiated Churches, 

Christianity’s impact expanded widely across the continent, both in numbers and social influence 

(Gifford 2015, 11).  

Christian civil society associations also emerged as strong institutions promoting 

democratic values and critiquing governments (Mitchell 2002, 17; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 

107). By the 1980s, churches played a central role in combatting one-party regimes and 

contesting military authoritarianism (Ranger 2008, 9–13; Gifford 2015, 11–12). While only 9 

percent of Africans in Africa south of the Sahara in the early twentieth century identified as 

Christian (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2011, 10), 63 percent identified as Christian 

in the early twenty-first century, indicating the enormous growth of Christianity across the 

continent. In fact, Christians experienced “a roughly 60-fold increase, from fewer than 9 million 

in 1910 to more than 516 million in 2010” (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2011, 15), 

making Africa globally the fastest-growing region for Christianity over the past century. 

Although Christianity now permeated the continent, it did not supplant indigenous religious 
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practices. Although only 13 percent of the population identified primarily as practitioners of 

African Indigenous Religions (AIRs) in 2010 (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2010, i, 

4), indigenous religious practices frequently coexist with Christianity, most notably in the 

example of African Initiated Churches (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2010, 1; 

Pretorius and Jafta 1997, 211). The prevalence of Christianity in Africa resulted, in large part, 

from missionary education (Hastings 1995, 554), which ensured that all elements of schooling 

propagated Christian ideals.  

If Christianity’s influence spread across the continent in spite of political independence 

and the waning of foreign missionary involvement in schooling, the question remains as to 

whether or not—and if so how—post-colonial public schools have upheld the Christian character 

of African educational systems as understood by their missionary founders. To address this 

concern, I undertake a case study of the history of education about religion in South Africa, 

revealing the successive governments’ motives for teaching religion in schools. I chose South 

Africa because its history differs significantly from that of the majority of African nations 

(Ranger 2008, 10). While the 1960s marks a period of political revolution and secularization of 

education for most of Africa, the South African government aggressively delayed independence 

(Hastings 1995, 548–9), in part by continuing a form of Christian schooling in conflict with 

missionary education (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 821–3). Because the history of education in 

South Africa is rooted in Christian religious history, the state’s perception of and approach 

toward religion education in public schools is of particular significance for understanding 

religion and education in South Africa. This thesis shows how South Africa’s historical context 

shaped perceptions and approaches toward religion in education policy throughout the apartheid 

and post-apartheid periods. 
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I begin by offering an overview of the theoretical background that informs the 

conceptions of religion and education to which I refer. I then provide a brief history of how 

missionaries from the mid-seventeenth to mid-twentieth centuries taught religion to South 

Africans. Next I discuss apartheid-era education between 1948 and 1994, analyzing the 

relationship between Afrikaner Nationalism and Christianity promoted by the state through 

segregated schooling. I then analyze the steps taken by the democratic, post-apartheid South 

African state during the transitional period between 1994 and 2003 in which policy regarding 

religion education shifted due to reforms of the previous apartheid system. I show how initial 

proposals for state-sponsored religion courses marginalized AIRS and how biases favoring 

Christianity persist in post-apartheid schools, revealing a continuity in educational policy and 

pedagogy with the apartheid period. I focus on the status of AIRs and Christianity because of the 

high percentage of individuals claiming to practice these religions in South Africa today, the 

long history of interactions between them, the frequent blending of the two, and the impact that 

their interactions have had on public and political life. More recent approaches to religion 

education in South Africa from 2003 to the present then take center stage, revealing the new 

state-dictated framework, including a number of contradictions in the current 2003 National 

Policy on Religion and Education as it relates to individual and parental religious rights. With 

regard to the 2003 Policy, I investigate whether the state promotes a civil religion of positive 

tolerance centering on pluralism and secularism. I also investigate whether South African 

primary and secondary school teachers follow the requirements of the Policy and whether or not 

educators’ religious identities influence the Policy’s implementation. Finally, I analyze parallel 

trends in religion and education in Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia because 

of their shared history of Protestant Christian missionary activity, the high rates of primary and 
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secondary school enrollment, and the high percentage of individuals identifying as Christian in 

these countries as a result of the paired complex of Western-style schooling and Christianity 

(Daun 2000, 44). 

My central argument is that post-apartheid religion classrooms simultaneously—and 

paradoxically—combat and continue the normalization of Christianity and the denigration of 

AIRs promoted during apartheid. In attempting to combat religious inequalities, the 2003 Policy 

creates new religious inequalities. Under apartheid, religious education wove racialized Christian 

nationalism into daily life, promoting the separation of peoples of different ethnic and religious 

groups in order to maintain a system of racial segregation. In an attempt to end such 

discrimination, the post-apartheid state introduced multi-religion instruction in South Africa as a 

means of civic education. However, the evidence suggests that religion education both then and 

now serves ideological ends that sustain religious prejudices. An examination of education 

policy and academic literature reveals that little has changed to ensure an end to religious 

discrimination. As a result, significant divergences exist between religion education policy and 

the actual teaching of religion in South African schools. 

The South African Department of Education contrasts “religion education” with 

“religious instruction.” Religion education refers to “teaching and learning about religion, 

religions, and religious diversity in South Africa and the world” (Department of Education of 

South Africa 2003, 9). As an academic subject, religion serves both educational and civic ends. It 

aims to increase measurable academic skills, such as reading, writing, and critical thinking, and 

to transfer educational information about religion to students (Department of Education of South 

Africa 2003, 9; Gevisser and Morris 2002, 204–5). Religion education also aims to contribute to 

students’ “respect for diversity, reduced prejudice, and increased civil toleration” (Department of 
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Education of South Africa 2003, 10). Because the outcomes of religion education are educational 

in nature, religion education is the responsibility of the school (Department of Education of 

South Africa 2003, 9). In contrast, religious instruction is “the responsibility of the home, the 

family, and the religious community” and is defined as “instruction in a particular faith or belief, 

with a view to the inculcation of adherence to that faith or belief” (Department of Education of 

South Africa 2003, 20). While the 2003 Policy forbids religious instruction in schools, it permits 

religious observances (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 21–3). Although the term 

religious education sometimes refers to all forms of teaching about religion, in South Africa it 

more often means “approaches that attempt to give all education a particular kind of religious 

character” (Ndlovu 2014, 177). Nevertheless, “religious education” and “religious instruction” 

are often used interchangeably in academic literature on South Africa.  

Because of the connected history of Christianity and education in South Africa, religious 

education and religious instruction usually refer to Christian confessional education. These terms 

are not limited to Christianity, though, and may apply to the teaching of any religious tradition. 

Since the 2003 Policy, education about religion in state schools can no longer be mono-religious 

in character (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 20). However, the Constitution of 

the Republic of South Africa, finalized in 1996, protects the rights of private schools to declare a 

religious ethos and teach mono-religious education, as long as they register with the state, do not 

racially discriminate, and meet state academic standards (Du Plessis 2013, 327; Constitutional 

Assembly 1996, 12; Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 8). Around 93 percent of all 

South African school age children are enrolled in schools. Nearly 93 percent of these schools are 

public schools, 4 percent are private, 2 percent are early childhood development schools, and 1 

percent serve special needs (Department of Basic Education 2014, 2–6). While the majority of 
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private schools have Christian affiliations, private schooling options also exist for Jewish, 

Muslim, Hindu, and secular students (Independent Schools Association of South Africa 2017; 

National Alliance of Independent Schools Associations 2017). The state cannot dictate the form 

of education about religion in private schools, but it can monitor the overall quality of education 

about religion provided (Du Plessis 2013, 327; Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 

8). 

While over 80 percent of the total South African population of fifty million identify as 

Christian, this figure less than adequately illustrates South Africa’s religious and denominational 

diversity, where just over 50 percent of the population identify as belonging to various Protestant 

denominations, around 7 percent identify as Catholic, and almost 25 percent belong to African 

Initiated Churches. Around 15 percent of the population express no religious preference but 

likely practice AIRs, while the remaining 3 percent practice Islam, Hinduism, or Judaism (Du 

Plessis 2013, 325). Claims that Christianity is the majority religion of South Africa are also 

complicated by the nation’s systematic repression of and discrimination against AIRs during the 

colonial- and apartheid-eras, causing many to “convert” to Christianity without necessarily 

believing in or practicing Christianity (Mndende 1999, 154; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 118; 

Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 1997, 130). While many African Initiated Churches view AIRs 

negatively (Mndende 1999, 146), the two share many similarities (Manganyi and Buitendag 

2013, 1), particularly in that African Initiated Churches “interpret socio-economic hardships and 

deprivation in contemporary society within the context of adverse cosmic forces” (Bompani 

2010, 309) and respond to problems such as sorcery, witchcraft, and evil spirits (Ashforth 2005; 

Bompani 2010, 309–10). Christianity further divides by race, with Christianity as practiced by 

black South Africans culturally and socially diverging from Christianity as practiced by white 
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South Africans (Kumar 2006, 281; Kitshoff 1994, 325). Economic disparities between white and 

black Christians are also apparent in the spiritual geography of South Africa (Comaroff and 

Comaroff 1997, 36; Bompani 2010, 309). Wealthier cities predominately feature Christians of 

European ancestry, practicing historically European forms of Christianity (Chidester 2012, 18). 

Populations identifying as members of African Initiated Churches, meanwhile, often live in 

economically disadvantaged regions outside city centers, indicating “a spatial history of power 

relations between center and periphery in which different religious orientations have been 

negotiated” (Chidester 2012, 36). Moreover, the relationship between churches of European 

origin and African Initiated Churches is sometimes strained, further indicating denominational 

divisions among South African Christians (Pretorius and Jafta 1997, 211, 226).  

Since European missionary activity and colonization of Southern Africa began, multiple 

parties have used religion education to achieve disparate ends. While colonial-era missionary 

education included subjects such as mathematics, literature, and English language acquisition, 

the aim of teaching was to develop the soul. Missionaries intended for education to 

simultaneously create Christian converts and transform the pulse of African life to one that 

mimicked and improved upon the achievements of the West (Harries 2001, 411). The intended 

transformation of African cultural worlds operated on a muted intention to “civilize” learners in 

order to make them susceptible to the Christian message in tandem with the overt aims of 

Christian proselytization and colonial subjugation (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991, 199). 

In contrast, religion education in contemporary Southern African schools centers on 

classroom instruction explicitly, as opposed to informing the character of schools as a whole. 

This shift reflects the transformation between schooling as directed by Christian missionaries and 

public education as it exists in Southern Africa today. Although both institutionalized schooling 
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and Christianity have become indigenous to Africa, these forces still draw upon Western, 

Christian models established by a long history of colonialism and missionary activity. However, 

the aims of contemporary education in Southern Africa have widened beyond converting African 

learners. South Africa, Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia have deployed 

religion education as part of nationalist projects centering on the goals of moral education, peace 

and tolerance in the midst of cultural diversity, and citizenship training. In this context, religion 

education can be neither impartial nor neutral. While the United States has long excluded 

religion education in schools and at times “came perilously close . . . to hostility towards 

religion” (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De Waal 2008, 84), South Africa, in particular, does not 

conform to this separationist model of religion and education (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De 

Waal 2008, 84). Instead, South African religion education “has at its core the political agenda of 

‘nation building’” (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De Waal 2008, 98). Education about religion in 

South Africa has thus evolved from its purely confessional beginnings to embrace greater levels 

of secularism and pluralism at the service of the nation-state. 

South Africa’s transition from confessional, missionary-controlled religious instruction to 

state-sponsored religion education embraces qualities of pluralism and secularism, but the 

process has not been uniformly interpreted or embraced. A close examination demonstrates how 

colonial-era Protestant Christian missionary schooling permeated and shaped the history of the 

apartheid-era Christian National Education (CNE) as well as the current 2003 Policy. Although 

state religion education in South Africa today means to be secular in nature and inform students 

about the many religions they may encounter in South Africa and around the world, the 

ostensible break from Christian education is artificial because of a continuing lack of crucial 

training for teachers that would enable them to teach the subject effectively. In addition, the state 
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curriculum allots little time to religion, raising concerns that religion is not taught in schools at 

all. Even in schools where religion is taught, a lack of accountability in schools fails to ensure 

that the subject is taught well. A limited number of ethnographies exist detailing religion 

education efforts in South African state schools today. However, current evidence reveals that 

the change from Christian to multi-religion education likely exists in policy alone. I suggest that 

further research on the ways in which religion is taught by educators and interpreted by students 

in the classroom is needed in order to determine whether or not South Africa’s current religion 

education policy, which aims to promote morality, unity, and citizenship, is actually as effective 

and unbiased as its proponents claim.   
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CHAPTER 2  

 

ON “RELIGION” AND “EDUCATION” AS CONTEXTUALIZED TERMS: 

A THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

This chapter explores the theoretical relationship between education and religion through 

the lens of academic literature and education policy. I argue that religion informs South African 

education and that the religious worldviews and past experiences of teachers are inseparable 

from educational practice. I then show how these conclusions apply to the history of religion and 

education in South Africa. Religion education aimed to transform the moral culture of South 

Africa throughout the period of missionary-led education and during the apartheid- and post-

apartheid eras. Despite the fact that South Africans significantly redeveloped their understanding 

of Christianity in each of these periods, this chapter argues that schooling remained religiously 

and morally oriented, crafting a unique blend of the “modern” (i.e. schooling) and “traditional” 

(i.e. religion) instead of realizing an ostensibly unidirectional procession from “traditionalism” to 

“modernism.” 

Religion and education must be read in relation to one another because the processes of 

teaching and learning involve the conveyance and absorption of particular kinds of knowledge 

that exist within the socio-cultural contexts in which they emerge (Stambach 2006, 7). This 

understanding challenges the separation of religion and education as distinct domains. Instead, 

Western-style education and religion in South Africa better reflect what Talal Asad (2003, 190) 

would call “necessary conditions” of one another (Stambach 2006, 7); neither exists in absence 

of its counterpart. Just as religious experience is inseparable from individual lives, the processes 

of teaching and learning are entwined with religion: “Education operates through standing and 

sitting, reading and writing, speaking and singing. Like kneeling and praying—or for that matter, 
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like learning ‘traditional’ values or how to become cosmopolitan—education involves creating 

through bodily mimesis the conditions for the acceptance and performance of a particular 

morality” (Stambach 2006, 10). Because particular kinds of knowledge exist and because that 

knowledge is subject to different cultural interpretations, the transmission and absorption of 

knowledge is never a neutral process or skill that meets only instrumental ends; it always has a 

moral inflection. 

Yet, educational policies tend to assume that secularizing education will improve the 

overall equality of education in “developing nations,” bringing them into the “modern world” 

(Chisamya et al. 2012, 752–53; Abu-Lughod 2009, 86–7). This assumption operates on the 

optimistic yet flawed concepts of modernization theory and the secularization hypothesis. First, 

modernization theory posits that “with the right combination of raw materials and human capital, 

poverty can be eradicated and countries may thrive” (Stambach 2000, 11). Rostow (1960), for 

instance, argues that all countries fit within one of five, tiered stages of economic development, 

representing unilateral advancement from traditional to modern societies. For Rostow (1960, 17–

35), if countries in the later stages of economic development could create the conditions for or 

provide traditional societies with enough capital, these countries would advance toward 

modernity. Second, the secularization hypothesis contends that as access to secular education 

increases, religious belief declines, retreating to the private sphere rather than the public, 

ultimately becoming irrelevant in public life (Asad 2003, 181–82). Both modernization theory 

and the secularization hypothesis reflect normative perceptions about the value and function of 

secular schooling, fostering images of a unidirectional process evolving toward an idealistic 

vision of the future that is neither probable nor supported by past evidence (Asad 2003, 200). 

These theories presume a set of interconnected, simplistic binaries such as “modern/traditional,” 



13 

“secular/religious,” and “educated/uneducated” that take little account of African realities. Not 

only do such binaries fail to reflect lived experience, they also reinforce problematic distinctions 

between “first-world” and “third-world” societies, and correspondingly, a dialogue of “us” vs. 

“them” (Stambach 2010b, 304).  

Providing a meaningful definition of the “secular” and “religious” is therefore more 

complex than the binaries above indicate since various parties are constantly questioning, 

redefining, and recreating these terms in relation to one another (Asad 2003, 193). Such 

ambiguity makes it impossible to construct wholly stable categories that differentiate the secular 

and the religious, and, correspondingly, the modern and the traditional (Asad 2003, 201). 

Therefore, what is religious does not always exist as the antithesis of what is secular and may 

instead overlap with it. In other words, education is never a wholly secular institution because it 

exists on a spectrum that interconnects with religion. Regardless of this apparent tension, “both 

religion and education, ironically, became the justificatory term[s] of civilizing missions” (Abu-

Lughod 2006, 1623). Discourses surrounding educational and other “civilizing” projects, 

whether organized by religious or secular organizations, often deploy binaries to describe their 

goals under the belief that education and religion can mitigate, or even solve, social problems. 

The contradictions inherent in the notion that secular, modernizing education exists opposite to 

religion and can serve to advance “third-world” nations toward secular modernity is fully 

apparent in state religion education in South Africa.  

South Africa’s history of Christian schooling, first by missionaries and then by apartheid-

era schools, proves that the “secular” and “religious” existed contemporaneously in classrooms, 

troubling the notion that secular education leads ineluctably toward modernity while religion 

correspondingly disappears from public view. Although the current South African religion 
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education policy distinguishes between religion education and religious instruction, the Policy 

challenges strict divisions between the secular and religious because it provides space, both 

directly and indirectly, for religious influence. For instance, the 2003 Policy protects students’ 

religious rights and permits religious observances in schools (Department of Education 2003, 21-

3). However, it neglects to recognize the religious subjectivities inherent in the practice of 

teaching.  

Ignoring teachers’ religious backgrounds presumes that teachers neutrally present a 

curriculum (White 2009, 859). However, a teacher’s religious identity may play an important 

role in dictating her or his professional identity (White 2009, 858). For instance, Stambach 

(2006, 10) argues that what is taught and how subjects are taught are indistinguishable from the 

religious views of the individuals who teach them, blurring the domains of “teaching” and 

“preaching.” Pedagogy, then, is inseparable from individual religious identities just as the 

religious is inseparable from the secular. Moreover, the 2003 Policy outlines religion education 

as a means of teaching students to respect diversity, tolerate one another, and decrease prejudices 

(Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 10). Thus, South African religion education is a 

form of moral education and fails to equate neatly with secularization, supporting Stambach’s 

argument that “if education is a matter of learning to embody a kind of knowledge and socio-

morality . . . then surely contests over religion and education are not about whether but rather 

how religion and education are connected” (Stambach 2006, 7).  

Recognizing that the religious and the secular are subject to constant transformation 

(Asad 2003, 193) and that strict divisions between secular education and religious education are 

illusory (Stambach 2006, 10) only partially reveals the many interconnections between “religion” 

and “education” in South Africa. When European Christian missionaries first arrived in South 
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Africa in the mid-seventeenth century, they believed that indigenous peoples had no conception 

of “religion” (Chidester 2012, 136; 1996, 26). For South Africans, the term religion “came from 

the sea, in ships, carried by European navigators, missionaries, and colonial agents who wielded 

the word as a weapon against indigenous people by declaring that they lacked any trace of 

religion” (Chidester 2012, 191). While it is true that there are no accounts of AIRs in South 

Africa prior to European contact, the discipline of “religion” is not an indigenous category but 

instead one that colonizers imposed on indigenous peoples (Smith 1998, 269); it is also subject to 

constant re-creation (Chidester 1996; Smith 1998, 269). A brief history of the category of AIRs 

will illustrate its invented and transformative character. 

European denial of religion in Africa was “entangled in the European conquest and 

subjugation of Africans” (Chidester 1996, 219). As a result, colonizers created and legitimized 

discriminatory differences between “traditional” Africans and “modern” Europeans that dictated 

European understandings of AIRs (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 400). In other words, 

colonizers used the category of religion in order to denote difference, thereby strengthening 

divisions between “ours” and “theirs” (Smith 1998, 276). In part, European belief that Africans 

lacked religion derived from a different understanding of religious life. Evangelical, European 

Christians understood religion as an introspective experience that required reflection upon sin, 

direct communication with God, individual salvation, and outward expressions of conversion 

(Harries 2001, 407; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 66). The “evangelical emphasis on 

experienced reality . . . depended on a prior assumption: that speech acts had the capacity to 

conjure up the presence of God, thus providing audible proof of the power of the numinous” 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 66). These Christians also viewed literacy as paramount to 

conversion and Christian discipleship (Harries 2001, 413). Thus, teaching literacy through 
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religious texts was central to evangelization in South Africa (Kirkaldy 2009, 607). Although 

Protestant missionaries were highly successful at introducing Christian literature and enrolling 

Africans in schools, literacy did not always evoke the same meaning in African learners as it did 

to European missionaries. 

Instead of mimicking the European relationship with reading as a silent, introspective act 

of learning, African learners from multi-modal cultures of performance (Finnegan 2007) often 

practiced rote recitation of Bible passages and Christian hymns (Harries 2001, 415). Moreover, 

many Africans interpreted Christian texts in ways that opposed missionary interpretations and 

appropriated literacy into their already existing ideologies (Harries 2001, 417–21; Kirkaldy 

2009, 608). For instance, African readers of the Bible found evidence for many practices that 

missionaries considered abominable, such as dream interpretation and witchcraft (Harries 2001, 

417–8). Many Africans viewed reading as a powerful, authoritative ritual performance (Harries 

2001, 418). Some even viewed written texts as talismans that could protect their wearers from 

potential threats or serve as tools that could persuade others to do certain tasks, such as 

completing favors or paying debts (Harries 2001, 419–20). In contrast to the centrality of textual 

learning for colonial-era European missionaries, Africans primarily understood religious life as 

reflected in the orderliness of daily practice. While Evangelicals required the invocation of God 

through language, Africans believed that “communication between humans and the superhuman 

occurred more in deeds than in words” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1977, 66). Reference to God 

and ancestors most often emerged as a response to disorder in the community, mandating that 

physical actions be undertaken to restore a sense of normalcy (Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 

1997, 16; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 66). Religion for Africans, then, was less about 
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individual emotional experience requiring conversion than about material, ritual responses to 

problems facing the community (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 66).  

Although Europeans believed Africans had no religion in the mid-seventeenth century, 

European understandings of religion changed to accommodate AIRs in the early twentieth 

century (Chidester 1996, 20). Thus, the category of AIRs is a product of colonial discovery in 

concert with the discipline of comparative religion that colonizers pursued on both physical and 

philosophical grounds (Chidester 1996, 16, 219). Africans also engaged in the process of 

defining the category of AIRs, but how Africans responded to European understandings of AIRs 

in the colonial-era is mostly undocumented (Chidester 1996, 29). In any case, the level of 

European conquest and local control largely determined the category’s invention.  

In the early twentieth century, Europeans determined that all South Africans shared a 

generic Bantu religion (Chidester 1996, 219). The apartheid government further developed the 

colonial notion of AIRs in the pursuit of “new African nations, with their own traditions, 

histories, languages, cultures, and religions, which would reinforce the establishment of separate 

homelands or Bantustans” (Chidester 2004, 72). Since the twentieth-century, scholarship has 

often problematically advanced simplistic inventories of various elements of AIRs such as 

“belief in a supreme being, reverence for ancestors, rites of passage, and practices of divination, 

rain-making, and detection of witchcraft” (Chidester 1999, 9). While some scholars emphasize 

the diversity of AIRs, others stress AIRs’ alleged commonalities (Mashau 2009, 117). However, 

Chidester (1998, 8) warns that reducing AIRs to a few concepts recalls colonial-era efforts to 

simplistically understand Africans in order to shape their mentalities to the interests of the 

colonial state (Chidester 1999, 8). Although the category of AIRs first emerged through colonial 

definitions of religion and later flourished during apartheid, many contemporary South Africans 
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nonetheless identify with and enthusiastically embrace the category (Gathogo 2008, 578; 

Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 115). Because there is no consensus either in scholarship or 

among cultural groups in South Africa as to what AIRs are (Masoga and Nel 2014, 77), scholars 

face the theoretical challenge of analyzing “invented” religious traditions, which “nevertheless 

mobilize real enthusiasms and produce real effects in the real world” (Chidester 1999, 21–2). As 

a brief analysis of the category of AIRs reveals, “religion” is a concept under constant re-creation 

by multiple parties. It is not only that AIRs were invented by the colonial encounter (Chidester 

1996, 16, 219; Smith 1998, 269), but also that the discipline of comparative religion has 

“produced and reproduced knowledge about all the religions of the world” (Chidester 1995, 

237). While the category of religion remains ambiguous and reflects colonial biases (Masuzawa 

2005, 1, 103–4; Chidester 1996, 269), the term nonetheless provides a “focusing lens for 

reflecting on human identity and difference” (Chidester 1996, 269).  

The domain of “education” is likewise subject to ongoing reconstruction within various 

power relationships (White 2009, 864). While scholars acknowledge that European colonizers 

and missionaries first established formal schooling (Kitshoff 1994, 315; Salia-Bao 1991, 14), 

Nekhwevha (1999, 494) highlights the pre-existing role of African indigenous education in 

facilitating harmonious community relations, “interweaving . . . social, economic, political, 

cultural, and educational threads together into a common tapestry” (Higgs 2008, 454). In contrast 

to Christian education, indigenous knowledge arose from a community’s social and physical 

environment (Mawere 2015, 2; Kubow 2007, 314) and stressed that “practical or technical issues 

[were] inseparable from philosophical worldviews, relations of authority, and social order” 

(Kubow 2007, 313). Thus, indigenous education taught children to be hardworking, respectful of 

one’s peers and elders, and assiduous in developing the skills needed in order to enter the 
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workforce and contribute to society (Conradie and Du Toit 2015, 458; Nekhwevha 1999, 494). 

Communities often employed narratives through which they shared their histories with new 

generations, taught children to use language creatively, and conveyed proper morality and 

behavioral norms (Higgs 2008, 454). Prior to European missionary activity and colonization in 

South Africa, education occurred over various periods in a person’s life. Learning did not occur 

for the purpose of accumulating knowledge alone. Instead, education taught “what children 

needed to know” (Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 1997, 70). For instance, the transfer of 

sensitive knowledge, such as sexual ethics, was a key concern. As a result, the transfer of such 

knowledge might take place at different points in a person’s life (Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 

1997, 70–1). Indigenous education, then, ensured that a child “gradually acquire[d] skill, 

knowledge, and attitudes appropriate to life in his or her community” (Higgs 2008, 454). 

All societies have developed crucial means for transmitting the kind of social skills, 

morals, and norms that new generations need to sustain their lives (Nekhwevha 1999, 495). 

Although South Africans had various educational systems prior to colonialization, Western-style 

schooling was a European missionary import. Mission schools existed as “the most condensed 

loci of [evangelists’] effort to change hearts and minds and mundane habits” (Comaroff and 

Comaroff 1997, 412). Although South Africans often valued schools as a source of Western-

style learning (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412), others contend that colonial schools 

constituted a cultural invasion because South African “norms, languages, values, customs, and 

practices were marginalized in the content of education” (Nekhwevha 1999, 495). Apartheid and 

post-apartheid schooling have continued this project of extending Western cultural hegemony in 

South Africa.  
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In post-apartheid South Africa, many of those who have called for an overhaul of the 

education system feel that indigenous educational movements should replace apartheid-era 

education (Nekhwevha 2002, 142). However, the post-apartheid state continues to embrace 

Western educational models, provoking debate over how effectively South Africans can foster 

the kind of critical consciousness necessary to liberate themselves from Western oppression, 

enact change, and actively enhance democracy (Nekhwevha 2002, 142). In sum, the influence of 

Western, missionary education continues.   

Education as generally conceived in South Africa today, “in its modern, secular form—as 

a privileged means . . . of producing bourgeois selves and national subjects—arose partly in 

consonance and partly in dissonance but always in dialogue with Protestant instruction” 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412). While the connection between Christianity and education is 

apparent in the examples of missionary education and apartheid-era Christian National Education 

(CNE), the connection is less pronounced in post-apartheid South Africa. Because the 2003 

Policy provides space for religious influence in education by protecting students’ religious rights 

and making provisions for religious observances in schools (Department of Education 2003, 21–

3), it acknowledges the interdependence of religion and education, eschewing simplistic 

divisions between the secular and the religious. However, in a nation where a high percentage of 

the population identifies as Christian and where a history of Christian state education endured up 

to 1994, failure to recognize the religious subjectivities of teachers prevalent in education is a 

vital concern.  

Matemba (2009, 49) argues that it “is probable that the historical dominance of 

Christianity in education in general and in religious education in particular, influences societies’ 

reluctance for change towards inclusive approaches.” In other words, citizens’ attitudes about 
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religious diversity mirror the acceptable forms of education about religion provided in schools. 

Although South Africa may be a religiously diverse nation, it still reflects Christianity more 

strongly in its demography and policies than any other religion (Mitchell 2002, 23–4; Du Plessis 

2013, 325). Moreover, the legacy of Christian education persists in the educational strategies and 

lives of South African citizens (Steyn 2003, 109). Many South Africans, religious or not, “began 

accepting Christianity as a universalized way to teach respect for the divine and for fellow 

humans” (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 233). Thus, the historical interconnection between 

Christianity and education in South Africa are “necessary conditions” (Asad 2003, 190) for 

teaching religion in public schools for the purposes of crafting civic unity and promoting respect 

for diversity. If Christianity serves as a necessary condition for the values underpinning the post-

apartheid state model of religion education, such a model likely reflects Christianity, even as the 

state claims its secularity. The South African government largely overlooks the intersection of 

“religion” and “education,” demonstrating its failure to recognize the privileged history of 

Christianity and the historical discrimination against AIRs in education and politics (Nogueira-

Godsey 2016, 234).   
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CHAPTER 3  

 

HISTORY OF MISSIONARY AND APARTHEID RELIGIOUS 

EDUCATION  

This chapter analyzes the history of religious education during the colonial and apartheid 

periods, investigating the elevated position of Christianity and the low status of AIRs in 

apartheid schools. I emphasize the interwoven relationship between religion and education in this 

context in order to illustrate the religious tensions present in apartheid schools, demonstrate how 

segregated schools occasionally opposed racial and religious inequalities, and lay the necessary 

groundwork to establish how post-apartheid religion classrooms combat and continue apartheid-

era religious inequalities. Because the history of Western-style education in South Africa is 

closely tied to the history of European Christian colonization and missionary activity, the same 

Christian influences that have impacted Europe for nearly a millennium permanently shaped 

South Africa (Du Plessis 1996, 443–44). 

An informal separation between peoples of European descent and black Africans has 

existed in South Africa since the time of Dutch arrival in the mid-seventeenth century (Shore 

2009, 36). Shortly thereafter, immigrants from other European nations began to arrive and 

maintained the existing state of de facto racial separation. Populations of European decent 

adopted the language of Afrikaans and referred to themselves as Afrikaners by the end of the 

nineteenth century (Shore 2009, 36). The teaching of religion reflected such separation. Initially, 

the Dutch Reformed Church directed religion education for white Afrikaners (Dickinson and 

Van Vollenhoven 2002, 10). However, “Dutch political, economic and cultural hegemony began 

to wane in the late eighteenth century, as the British seized the Cape Colony in 1795” (Shore 

2009, 36). The British were unable to overthrow all elements of Dutch influence, however, 
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resulting in a fusion of British Anglican and Dutch Calvinist principles in schools. After the 

Anglo-Boer war, Afrikaners formalized their educational system through a process of 

nationalization and standardization of the curriculum, institutionalizing a Christian ethos in 

public education for white students (Dickinson and Van Vollenhoven 2002, 10).  

Neither the Dutch nor British colonial governments, which controlled South Africa 

between the mid-seventeenth century and early twentieth century, implemented any educational 

services for African people. Instead, the colonial government entrusted education for black South 

Africans to foreign Christian missionaries (Serfontein 2014, 123). As a result, religion education 

for black South Africans remained relatively stable during the century before apartheid (Sundkler 

and Steed 2000, 823). Indeed, by the end of the eighteenth century more missionaries were likely 

working in South Africa than anywhere else in the world (Serfontein 2014, 123). Such 

missionary and church-led education remained the primary source of schooling for black South 

Africans until the mid-twentieth century.  

Missionary-led schooling for black South Africans required a high level of trust and 

accommodation between the colonial governments and the church (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 

823). By the early twentieth century, a significant number of missionary and church-led 

educational centers had become institutions known for their high standards (Sundkler and Steed 

2000, 823) and contributed to the development of a growing African elite and middle class 

(Cross 1986, 189). Although European missionaries initially spearheaded African education, the 

majority of church and mission schools employed primarily African teachers by the mid-

twentieth century (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 823).  

Life for indigenous Africans took a turn for the worse following the legalization of 

apartheid by the Nationalist Party under Daniel Malan beginning in 1948. Initially, this change 
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was of little consequence to black Africans. It simply reinforced the prevailing reality of 

informal separation (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 821). However, subsequent legislation such as the 

1950 Group Areas Act, which ensured residential and occupational segregation, and the 1960 

Unlawful Organizations Act, which banned all African political parties, enforced overt racial 

segregation and political disenfranchisement (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 821; Hastings 1994, 

548). Moreover, the 1953 Bantu Education Act, championed by Hendrik Verwoerd, then 

Minister of Native Affairs and later Prime Minister, required that the state assume complete 

control of education. The Bantu Education Act ended centuries of mutual cooperation between 

the church and the state. To the apartheid government, missionaries now represented too liberal 

an influence on Africans (Hastings 1994, 584). As a result, black and white students had to 

attend separate schools, with non-whites relegated to lower-quality ones (Du Plessis 2013, 326; 

Du Plessis 2016, 241). Consequently, populations of color lost access to higher quality education 

and therefore access to the credentials needed to apply for more desirable employment (Shore 

2009, 39). In the place of mission and church schools with primarily African instructors, the 

apartheid government entrusted black education to white Afrikaner instructors (Sundkler and 

Steed 2000, 823). Because Verwoerd saw no need for black people to be highly educated, he 

tailored national education to the supposedly lower capacity and needs of Africans (Shore 2009, 

38–39) and “devised policies that were meant to stabilize the labor force” (Asmal and James 

2002, 179). Education, then, helped keep the apartheid state in power rather than develop 

students’ analytical reasoning (Steyn 2003, 113).  

On one hand, the state’s increased control and standardization of education immobilized 

the progression of Christian missionary projects and led to a complete collapse of missionary-led 

education. On the other hand, the dwindling of missionary influence did not result in the loss of 
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Christian influence but simply pointed to a change in the source of Christianity’s diffusion: the 

state. Soon after the Bantu Education Act, South Africa implemented its program of Christian 

National Education (CNE) nationwide through the 1967 Christian Education Policy Act (Mestry 

2007, 57). The Christian Education Policy Act, which remained in place until 1994, held that all 

South African schools should manifest a Christian ethos and forbade the promotion of religions 

other than Christianity. Although CNE did not specify a particular Christian denomination that 

schools should purport, the state favored the Calvinist-inspired Dutch Reformed Church 

(Dickinson and Van Vollenhoven 2002, 10; Kitshoff 1994, 316; Du Plessis 2016, 241).  

The theological and logistical support of the Dutch Reformed Church that underpinned 

CNE limited permissible interpretations of Christianity in public schools. Through CNE, 

apartheid schools normalized racial nationalism and established Christianity as the default 

religion for all South Africans. CNE thus favored the religious inclinations of white South 

Africans to the detriment of all others. Although some schools for white students had outstanding 

academic reputations, racial intolerance pervaded them (Asmal and James 2002, 174). Schools 

for black students, meanwhile, “deliberately neglected education in science and mathematics, 

and rested on a racist anthropology designed to generate cheap labor for an economy that 

remained organized along colonial lines” (Asmal and James 2002, 174). The convergence of 

white nationalism and Christianity created an environment in which “teaching black children to 

be Christian encouraged them to be passive and obedient, not to humans but to God, and they 

were encouraged to endure the injustices of their lives with fortitude in the hope of reaping a just 

reward in the life to come” (Steyn 2003, 113). In short, CNE subdued “any civil discourse that 

could enable South Africans to think about and live with religious diversity in a common 

society” (Chidester et al. 1994, 143).  
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A racialized vision of Christianity legitimized not just CNE but apartheid as a whole by 

drawing connections to the creation story of Genesis and generating its own religious origin 

myth. For instance, “In the overarching myth of apartheid, in its Christian theology and its 

biblical exegesis, God was the ‘Great Separator’, separating the light from the dark and 

commanding human beings to be fruitful and divide into separate groups” (Chidester 2012, 24). 

Apartheid racial segregation depended on the assumption that God created black people to be 

subservient to whites (Hastings 1994, 548). In 1833, Britain abolished slavery in all of its 

colonies. In response, the Afrikaners, who depended on slave labor, left British territory and 

expanded into northern, Zulu-controlled South Africa to flee British control. Zulu and Afrikaner 

military forces met in 1838 at the Battle of Blood River where a “greatly outnumbered 

Voortrekker [Afrikaner] contingent of approximately 460 defeated more than 10,000 Zulu 

warriors” (Shore 2009, 44–45). The Afrikaners believed that only God could have allowed them 

to prevail while so severely outnumbered (Chidester 2012, 24) and that they were God’s chosen 

people, given reign over the Promised Land in the north. Consequently, for Afrikaners, “white 

predominance over blacks was God’s will” (Shore 2009, 45). Thus, the Afrikaner nationalism 

that legitimized apartheid had its roots in a battle myth that drew clear distinctions between white 

and black.  

This racialized Christian nationalism was key to the implementation of CNE by the 

National Party and its promotion of Afrikaner Nationalism and white superiority in both black 

and white schools (Cross 1986, 186). CNE depended on two pillars: Christianity and 

nationalism. It held that “education must be adjusted to the life and world view of the Afrikaners: 

all school activities must reveal the Christian philosophy of life, Calvinistic beliefs, and promote 

the principle of nationalism in education” (Cross 1986, 186). Theoretically, individuals of 
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various black ethnic groups could promote their own forms of ethnic nationalism in schools. 

However, they could not promote any religious practices other than those of Christianity. 

Apartheid-era educational ideology held that African populations should be Christianized (Cross 

1986, 186–87). This position had significant consequences for practitioners of AIRs and 

Christianity alike. 

While the Dutch Reformed Church assured the “ideological legitimation for apartheid” 

(Chidester 2012, 66), the need to maintain the Church’s support lessened as the state “claimed its 

own religious legitimacy through its constitution, parliament, public schools, military, and police 

force” (Chidester 2012, 66). The original, late nineteenth-century propagators of CNE were not 

motivated by apartheid political movements but instead hoped to extend the significance of 

Calvinism to classrooms separate from state control (Hexham 1979, 14–5), fearing that state 

policies would oppose Calvinist tenets (1979, 19). CNE, then, did not originally develop as a 

political movement validating apartheid but as a religious movement promoted to entrench 

Christianity into daily life (Hexham 1979, 16). Although proponents of CNE did not necessarily 

associate themselves with the ideology of apartheid, many CNE supporters fervently opposed 

racial assimilation, fearing the loss of distinct Afrikaner and Bantu cultures and Afrikaner 

predominance (Cross 1986, 187). When the Nationalist Party aligned itself with CNE, many 

South African Calvinists, irrespective of their beliefs about race, became members of the party 

(Hexham 1979, 19). The Dutch Reformed Church not only “provided the Nationalists with an 

ideology with which to legitimate its political stand but they also provided, through the 

organization of the Church, a communications network and propaganda machine” (Hexham 

1979, 19). CNE thus reflected the way in which the apartheid government instilled racialized 

Christian nationalism as the norm in every aspect of daily life.  
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It is clear that the apartheid government sought to permeate schools with a nationalized 

and racialized form of Christianity, but questions remain as to how educators implemented this 

policy in classrooms. Bible education was the primary form of religious education outlined in 

apartheid-era curricula (Brodie 2013, 159; Kumar 2006, 287), though schools also began each 

day with prayer and Bible reading (Kitshoff 1994, 316). However, evidence suggests that 

teachers did not teach religion effectively. In white state schools, for instance, the subject 

struggled to gain logistical support for successful implementation and was “often characterized 

by widespread neglect” (Brodie 2013, 170). This negligence stemmed from the “lack of 

enthusiasm for the teaching of religion” (Brodie 2013, 171). As a result, the potential for 

transferring Christian religious knowledge to students often depended on the interest and skill of 

individual teachers. Challenges confronting the subject varied from teachers being poorly trained 

on how to teach religion, to teachers using the period denoted for religion to supplement learning 

in other subjects, to teachers being morally opposed to teaching religion in the classroom (Brodie 

2013, 169–70). As a result, the success of apartheid schools at normalizing Christianity, at 

emphasizing the necessity of separating different racial and religious groups, and at imparting 

Biblical knowledge to students remains unknown and was likely uneven across apartheid-era 

schools.  

Nonetheless, the state intended a Christian religious spirit to permeate the teaching of all 

subjects in schools, not just religion education (Brodie 2013, 159). Religion education remained 

at least theoretically “driven by a particular kind of Christian confessionalism and triumphalism: 

a confessionalism that required learners to embrace prescribed religious convictions, and a 

triumphalism that explicitly denigrated adherents of other religions” (Chidester 2002, 93). This 

combination of confessionalism and triumphalism aimed to create devout Christians and make 
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Christianity the default and only acceptable religion of students. In any case, AIRs never 

appeared in CNE curricula. By ignoring the existence of AIRs in schools, religion education 

fostered a divide between Christians and practitioners of AIRs. 

The choice of Christianity as South Africa’s de facto state religion and educational 

ideology had devastating consequences for practitioners of AIRs. During the period of apartheid, 

schools epitomized the systematic oppression faced by adherents of AIRs. Not only were AIRs 

not taught as a school subject under the regime, but individuals who claimed to practice AIRs 

were forbidden to enroll in schools at all. In order to enroll in a school during apartheid, black 

Africans had to provide formal religious documentation proving they had converted to 

Christianity (Mndende 1999, 145–46). Those who chose not to be baptized were considered 

uncivilized and unfit to participate in South African civil life (Mndende 1999, 146). To avoid 

this stigma and gain access to schooling, many practitioners of AIRs had no choice but to 

“convert” to Christianity despite not believing in or practicing Christianity in any way. 

Although racialized Afrikaner interpretations of Christianity dominated education 

throughout apartheid, modest efforts for change toward more inclusive approaches occurred prior 

to the transition from apartheid and the implementation of the 2003 Policy. For instance, Muslim 

students succeeded in inaugurating a single-faith religious education course for Islamic studies in 

state schools in 1991 (Hoel 2016, 33; Kitshoff 1994, 319). While contested, the coexistence of 

Muslim and Christian religious instruction in state schools marks a period of transition wherein 

Christianity no longer dominated all state schools even under apartheid legislation (Kitshoff 

1994, 319; Hoel 2016, 33). Although the government later opted to end mono-religious 

education in state schools (Hoel 2016, 34), it is possible that Islamic education gained entry in 

state schools because madrasas and the state held similar educational goals. 
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While state religion education aims to teach morality and good citizenship, many 

madrasas in South Africa are known not only for teaching Qur’anic recitation and Islamic history 

but also for orienting students toward inter-religious relationships and preparing students to “act 

as ‘good citizens’ in a principally dominant non-Muslim environment” (Haron 2014, 255). Thus, 

many madrasas “provide learners with certain skills that enable them to both navigate and 

participate in civil society” (Hoel 2014, 44). At the same time, Hoel (2014, 44) notes that Islamic 

educational institutions, which have thrived since the shift to democracy, are often critiqued for 

isolating themselves from public life. Furthermore, Waghid (2009, 121–6) maintains that the 

majority of madrasas are focused on teaching the tenets of Islam and religious piety rather than 

tolerance and citizenship.  

Change toward more inclusive approaches to religion education flourished in a variety of 

ways in the years nearing the end of apartheid. For instance, a proposal for a 1986 Bible course, 

although ultimately rejected by the provincial Western Cape Education Department, included a 

unit covering the uniqueness of Christianity in comparison to other religions. While the proposal 

came from a position of Christian apologetics, it marked increased interest in moving away from 

a mono-religious approach to teaching religion and recognizing South Africa’s religious 

diversity (Kitshoff 1994, 318). In addition, some classrooms opposed apartheid and CNE prior to 

their abandonment. For instance, a 1992 Bible education syllabus from the province of Natal 

opposed racial separation, in conflict with both apartheid legislation and CNE (Brodie 2013, 

167). The same syllabus opposed indoctrinating students in Christianity, instead depicting 

teachers as facilitators of student-directed Biblical learning (Brodie 2013, 167). The 1980s and 

1990s saw scholars and other writers on South African religion education, such as the South 
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African Teachers’ Association and the Biblical Studies Lecturers Association, increasingly 

recognize the need for schools to address the nation’s religious diversity (Kitshoff 1994, 318). 

Those who raised concerns over religious education did so not necessarily because they opposed 

Bible education and schools’ Christian ethos but because they wanted education about religion to 

recognize the nation’s religious diversity, address salient social issues, and enable students to 

become agents of social change (Kitshoff 1994, 318). Thus, even prior to the end of apartheid, 

religious education began to combat religious inequalities, marking a continuity between 

apartheid religious education and post-apartheid religion education. However, because religious 

education still operated from a framework of racialized Christian nationalism, religious 

education continued to privilege Christianity and marginalize all other religious traditions.  
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CHAPTER 4  

 

RELIGION EDUCATION IN THE COMBAT, CONTINUATION, AND 

CREATION OF RELIGIOUS INEQUALITIES 

Religion Education in the Transition from Apartheid, 1994–2003 

From the above discussion, it is apparent that racism, division, and inequality shaped the 

history of education in South Africa. Yet, education also undermined these dynamics (Higgs 

2008, 446–7; Hastings 1995, 553; Willinsky 1998, 109; Kirkaldy 2009, 607). An important 

transformation has occurred in education policy since the end of the apartheid-era’s CNE policy. 

Public education in South Africa today is no longer replete with religious ideals, and public 

schools no longer promote a Christian ethos per se. In 1994, education became secular in nature 

instead of religious when the state unbanned African political parties, ended apartheid, and held 

its first democratic elections (Sundkler and Steed 2000, 991). Even as the government prioritized 

healing racial inequalities, concerns about religious inequalities “simmer[ed] in the background” 

(Potgieter 2011, 399). A new, democratic South Africa reasoned that CNE discriminated against 

individuals of religions other than Christianity and began policy debates on what would become 

of religion in public schools. Nelson Mandela, President of South Africa from 1994 to 1999, 

aimed to eliminate the racism, cultural segregation, and income disparities that existed under 

apartheid from 1948 to 1994. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, finalized in 1996, 

includes what is widely regarded as one of the most progressive bills of rights in the world 

because of its comprehensive protection of fundamental human rights (Serfontein 2014, 118). 

Section 15 of the 1996 Constitution secures citizens’ freedom of religion (Constitutional 

Assembly 1996, 7). 
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Prior to the transition from apartheid to democracy in 1994, the government promised its 

citizens the reclamation of African indigenous heritage and legal equality (Mayekiso and 

Mawere 2015, 109). As a result, many South Africans were optimistic and enthusiastic about the 

future (Kohnert 2002, 169), expecting that they would see “the value of their once castigated 

traditional values, religions, indigenous knowledges and traditional medicines restored” 

(Mayekiso and Mawere 2015, 109). Yet, significant departures exist between the ideals 

purported in the 1996 Constitution and the realities of modern South Africa, suggesting that 

many policy changes are superficial rather than effective in the promotion of a culture of 

morality and civic unity. In the years following the transition to democracy, the social and 

economic conditions of South Africans only marginally improved if they improved at all 

(Kohnert 2002, 169; Salisbury 2016, 48). While schools now prohibit racial segregation, “many 

schools are still homogenous in student composition” (Steyn 2003, 114). Both white and black 

South African learners continue to face the challenges of miseducation and under-education, 

along with economic inequalities and a lack of a democratic culture. 

Debates about how to inculcate a culture of morality and end the racism and inequality 

inherited from the apartheid-era are still underway. Education, and particularly multi-religion 

education, emerged as a potential means for crafting a sense of unity and enthusiasm for human 

rights in a historically divided nation (Kitschoff 1994, 315). The state has designed new 

approaches to education to reflect the principles of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR) in its aim to promote understanding and empathy toward people of different 

cultural and religious practices (Ter Avest et al. 2012, 667). In its deliberations, however, the 

state has insufficiently recognized and responded to the denigration of AIRs and the interwoven 
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history of Christianity and education that characterized the colonial- and apartheid-eras. As a 

result, the post-apartheid state remains unprepared to tackle religious inequalities.  

The belittlement and oppression that AIRs faced under apartheid, as well as the 

normalization of Christianity as the default religion of South Africa, have complicated the 

process of incorporating the subject of AIRs into the religion curriculum. Stereotypes against 

AIRs derive from a long history of encounters with early missionaries, colonizers, and 

anthropologists. These stereotypes problematize the relationship between AIRs and Christianity, 

dividing people into binary religious groups of those that are “‘good’ (if they are Christians) and 

‘evil’ or ‘bad’ (if they follow African Religion)” (Mbiti 1996, 171). As a result, many in South 

Africa still believe that AIRs do not constitute religion and should instead be regarded as mere 

culture (Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 1997, 132).  

Such prejudices against AIRs and predispositions on behalf of Christianity are evident in 

the initial proposals for multi-religion education in post-apartheid schools. These proposals did 

not include AIRs as a category of religion in the curriculum. Instead, AIRs were relegated to an 

aspect of “culture” while religions such as Christianity and Islam were recognized as “world 

religions” (Mndende 1999, 146). Because these proposals ignored AIRs, they followed trends 

typical of Western world religions frameworks, which problematically marginalize indigenous 

religions (Chidester 2003a, 31) and deny that they have changed over time, instead privileging 

religious traditions with written histories (Masuzawa 2005, 4; Smith 1998, 280). In the multi-

religion education proposals, AIRs became an aspect of Christian denominations, as exemplified 

by African Initiated Churches like the Zionist Christian Church and other Spiritual Churches 

(Mndende 1999, 147–153), which have blended practices of AIRs with Christian doctrines (Pew 

Forum on Religion and Public Life 2010, 1; Pretorius and Jafta 1997, 211; Kwenda, Mndende, 
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and Stonier 1997, 132). The presentation of AIRs as a subsection of Christianity exemplifies the 

religious inequalities inherited from apartheid that normalized Christianity and marginalized 

AIRs. The Minister of Education at the time, Sibusiso Bhengu, did not include any 

representatives of AIRs in the religion curriculum committee (Mndende 1999, 153). Subsuming 

AIRs within Christianity thus amounts to an institutionalized form of religious discrimination in 

that it “violates the rights of its followers to have complete freedom of religion; when a particular 

way of seeing the truth is imposed on others, it violates their freedom to seek the truth” 

(Mndende 1999, 154). If the 1996 Constitution secures the freedom of religion (Constitutional 

Assembly 1996, 7), and if AIRs exist apart from Christianity (Kwenda, Mndende, and Stonier 

1997, 132), then exclusively defining AIRs through the lens of Christianity stifles citizens’ 

religious rights.  

Religion Education, 2003–Present 

Although the lack of inclusion of AIRs in initial proposals for religion education provides 

a clear example of disregard for AIRs, AIRs has since been added to the curriculum. The 

Minister of Education from 2001 to 2004, Kader Asmal, enacted policy changes that forbade 

public, confessional Christian education—thus ending centuries of Christian theological 

instruction—in order to align with the state’s aim of respecting cultural diversity. Asmal 

spearheaded the campaign for an allegedly unbiased, secular approach to the study of world 

religions in public schools. After nearly a decade of debate regarding the proper place of religion 

in public schools, the South African government implemented the 2003 National Policy on 

Religion and Education. The Policy provides basic guidelines for religious practice and 

incorporates multi-religion education into the course curriculum (Department of Education of 

South Africa 2003, 9). The curriculum emphasizes religions widely represented in South Africa, 
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including Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and AIRs. (Department of Basic 

Education of South Africa 2011, 15; Department of Education of South Africa 2005, 32; Mestry 

2007, 58). The Policy came alongside Curriculum 2005 (later renamed the National Curriculum 

Statement), which outlined a learner-centered pedagogical approach and aimed to eradicate all 

inequalities present in the apartheid education system (Van Deventer 2009, 127). However, the 

post-apartheid government is still struggling to meet this goal.  

This chapter reveals how the post-apartheid government has unevenly implemented the 

2003 Policy. I problematize the state’s possible promotion of a civil religion of positive tolerance 

centered on pluralism and secularism and outline how the Policy may infringe on South 

Africans’ religious rights, thereby creating new religious inequalities. I then criticize the small 

amount of curriculum time religion receives, the insufficient religion training provided to 

teachers, and the lack of sufficient direction provided in the Policy. The Policy’s ambiguity, the 

inadequate training of educators to teach religion, and the marginalization of religion in the 

curriculum constitute a few of the central problems limiting the effective, nationwide 

implementation of the Policy. However, these concerns are further compounded by some 

teachers’ rejection of the Policy in favor of Christian confessional education, the intertwined 

histories of Christianity and education in South Africa, and longstanding perceptions of “world 

religions” that problematically marginalize indigenous traditions and structurally reflect 

Christianity. Each of these issues contribute to the state’s uneven combat, continuation, and 

creation of new religious inequalities. Prior to investigating these issues, however, I review the 

specific aims and stipulations of the Policy.  

Under the new policy, religious practices such as the singing of Christian hymns, 

collective Bible reading, mandated prayer, and invitations to church officials to speak in schools 
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are no longer permitted (Steyn 2003, 117). However, state schools must allow religious activities 

to occur in school buildings, provided they are not funded or affiliated with the state in any way 

(Du Plessis 2013, 327). In stark contrast to CNE, the 2003 Policy aspires to protect the religious 

rights of students (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 12), embrace the nation’s 

multicultural realities (Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 272), and promote respect for all religious 

traditions (Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 3) in a context that historically discriminated 

against religious diversity. In recognizing the culture of religious inequalities and divisions 

inherited from apartheid, the Policy aims to transform the existing discriminatory culture into 

one of human rights and civic unity in South Africa (Chidester 2003b, 261–2). In other words, 

the government is attempting to unify its diverse citizens by appealing to a global sense of 

belonging centered on universal human rights while simultaneously celebrating the many 

cultural backgrounds of its peoples.  

Human rights then, as imagined by the South African government, are universally 

applicable, derive by matter of being human, and precede international and constitutional rights 

policies safeguarding them, such as the UDHR and the 1996 Constitution (Chidester 2006, 67; 

2003a, 36). The South African model of religion education purportedly offers a means of 

conjoining religion and human rights instead of conceptualizing them as separate and 

contradictory enterprises (Roux 2007, 481). Some scholars attribute the attention South Africa 

gives to religion in schools to the centrality of human rights enshrined in the 1996 Constitution 

(Dickinson and Vollenhoven 2001, 1, 10). Because the state recognized the significance of the 

religious convictions of its populace (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De Waal 2008, 85), it sought a 

compromise between upholding citizens’ religious rights and combatting religious inequalities 

through an approach to religion education that emphasizes human rights. Such an approach 
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theoretically “places the emphasis on awareness regarding the variety of religious systems and 

respect towards personal beliefs” (Coulby and Zambeta 2008, 293). 

South Africa rejected the theocratic model of apartheid (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De 

Waal 2008, 94) without implementing a policy separating church and state. Instead, the 2003 

Policy recognizes “the distinctive contribution that religion can make to education” (Department 

of Education of South Africa 2003, 3) and consequently “adopts a co-operative model that 

accepts [South Africa’s] rich heritage and the possibility of creative inter-action between schools 

and faith whilst, protecting [South African] young people from religious discrimination or 

coercion” (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 2). The Policy states that as pupils 

“develop creative and critical abilities for thinking about religion and religions, pupils will also 

develop the capacities for mutual recognition, respect for diversity, reduced prejudice, and 

increased civil toleration that are necessary for citizens to live together in a democratic society” 

(Department of Education of South Africa, 2003, 10). Because religion education exists for more 

than strictly educational purposes—namely to meet political ends—it should rightly be regarded 

as “an instrument of the state” (Mawdsley, Cumming, and De Waal 2008, 95).  

Unmistakably, the abandonment of Bible classes and CNE in favor of a secular school 

system and multi-religion education presumes that profound social changes mandated that the 

South African government combat longstanding religious inequalities. The value of teaching 

religion to South African students is evident from a small number of pilot programs teaching 

AIRs in Cape Town as early as the mid-1990s (Chidester et al. 1994, 148). Many adherents of 

AIRs historically had little choice but to hide their practices (Mbiti 1996, 171) in order to enroll 

in apartheid-era schools and participate in civil life (Mndende 1999, 146). In contrast, teaching 

AIRs in state-sponsored classrooms enables practitioners of AIRs to openly contemplate their 
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relationship with their own religion (Chidester 2012, 34) and claim full rights as citizens for the 

first time. Thus, the introduction of AIRs into the curriculum powerfully confronts religious 

inequalities and should be regarded as a “recovery of African traditional religious heritage” 

(Chidester et al. 1994, 149) and as “a powerful affirmation of identity” (Chidester et al. 1994, 

148). 

However, evangelical groups have contested this shift in policy, and a number of 

concerns remain regarding its effectiveness (Chidester 2002, 94; Potgieter 2011, 400). In part, 

disagreements about the 2003 Policy exist because it eschews an impartial or neutral approach to 

the study of religion. On the contrary, it is steeped in moral principles. Some of the most 

common objections are that current religion education is contributing to increased secularism and 

pluralism in society, that it amounts to a new state-mandated religion, that it violates individual 

and parental religious rights, and that it is creating an artificial sense of unity that does not 

realistically prepare learners for the religious diversity they will encounter in daily life (Chidester 

2008, 291; Potgieter 2011, 403). Each of these objections postulates that the Policy fails to 

protect religious rights, showing how religion education simultaneously reforms and maintains 

the inequalities of apartheid, while giving rise to new inequalities as well.  

Chidester is among the most prolific and energetic supporters of the 2003 Policy. He 

argues that the new South African model of religion education has improved upon world religion 

education as practiced in the West. Western world religions models, historically and today, often 

other and reify differences, falsely molding complex religions into singular entities (Chidester 

2003a, 35–8; Masuzawa 2005). Smith (1998, 280) similarly notes that the world religions 

framework problematically privileges the religious traditions of peoples with significant 

geopolitical power. Meanwhile, “All ‘primitives’ . . . may be lumped together, as may the ‘minor 
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religions’, because they do not confront our history in any direct fashion” (Smith 1998, 280). 

Such simplistic approaches to diverse religions reflect “the point of view of the European West, 

which is in all known cases historically aligned or conflated . . . with Christendom” (Masuzawa 

2005, 3). In South Africa, on the other hand, Chidester (2003a, 38) argues that “the framework of 

‘world religions’ has assumed an entirely different significance, not as an instrument for 

controlling foreign subjects or assimilating alien immigrants, but as a new model of inclusion for 

nation building.”  

Chidester (1996, 254, 266) elsewhere identifies the category of religion as an instrument 

for negotiating power over others. Thus, Chidester’s (2003a) argument that South Africa’s 

framework for world religions is resolutely inclusive appears inconsistent with his claim that the 

study of religion should not compare religions as fixed categories, but should rather compare the 

“practices of comparison that have produced religion and religions as objects of knowledge and 

instruments of power” (Chidester 1996, 266). Nevertheless, Chidester (2008, 279–80) argues that 

the state transforms diversity into a civic asset by utilizing religion education to foster 

togetherness instead of highlighting differences. Chidester further argues that the new policy is in 

line with international human rights policies and “consistent with the core constitutional values 

of common citizenship, human rights, equality, equity, freedom from discrimination, and 

freedom of religion, conscience, thought, belief and opinion” (2002, 91), thus playing an 

important function in the re-creation of South African civil society. Although religion education 

is frequently misconstrued as theological in media coverage, Chidester (2002, 92) argues that 

international standards for religion in public education increasingly recognize that it is possible 

to provide instruction about religion as opposed to theology. However, some South African 

Christians claim that teaching religion infringes on their right to religious freedom (Chidester 
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2002, 94). Because many who object to the new policy are evangelical Christians with ties to 

conservative Christian groups in the United States, Chidester (2002, 94–9; 2003b, 274) believes 

they would unfairly continue the confessional, triumphal methods of the CNE program under 

apartheid. Although critics insist that their own religious rights are suffering, their approach 

would continue a legacy of religious oppression, violating international human rights policies. 

While educational authorities worldwide increasingly express concern about religious 

tolerance in schools, the meaning of “tolerance” remains vague in international human rights 

documents (Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter 2014, 1). Little (2015) provides an analysis of 

the unclear and shifting meanings of “tolerance” and “intolerance” in various human rights 

policies that is particularly useful in testing Chidester’s claims about human rights, religious 

freedom, and the 2003 Policy. Little provides two related definitions of tolerance. “Tolerance 1” 

is “a response to a set of beliefs, practices, or attributes, initially regarded as deviant or 

objectionable, with disapproval, but without using force or coercion” (Little 2015, 151). This 

form of tolerance implies that people are willing to bear with, without necessarily respecting, one 

another. They may therefore strongly disapprove of the beliefs or practices of others and be 

unwilling to fairly listen to perspectives other than their own. “Tolerance 2,” on the other hand, 

is an ideal in which opposing and diverse beliefs are acknowledged and respected. Tolerance 2 

involves “embracing a larger point or reason—call it a ‘greater good’—for refraining from using 

force/coercion against those whom one disapproves” (Little 2015, 153–54) and “a commitment 

to a set of virtues associated with the idea of strong, active respect for those of whom one 

disapproves” (Little 2015, 154). Tolerance 2 features in various human rights documents in an 

attempt to diminish misunderstanding, hatred and aggression in favor of a more ecumenical and 

unifying set of social virtues (Little 2015, 155). While Tolerance 1 is clearly within the limits of 
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legal enforceability, Little states that human rights policies are unclear as to whether it is the 

state’s duty to enforce Tolerance 2, whether it is possible to enforce Tolerance 2, and whether 

enforcing Tolerance 2 infringes on the religious rights and freedoms of conscience that are 

otherwise protected by human rights documents (Little 2015, 158–9). If the second form of 

tolerance is not legally enforceable, Little submits that the direction of public education is an 

interesting and perplexing point of convergence. While Little does not provide detailed solutions 

to the problem of the promotion and enforceability of Tolerance 2 in public education, he 

maintains that “these points of tension constitute a very serious and sensitive area of human 

rights discussion that demands the highest degree of sustained, clear-headed consideration from 

scholars and practitioners around the world” (Little 2015, 160). It is this issue of tolerance that is 

at stake in the Policy.  

The 1996 Constitution and 2003 Policy clearly apply both types of tolerance as described 

by Little. While Tolerance 1 is in force in schools, no legal accountability exists to ensure 

Tolerance 2 in religion classrooms. On the contrary, teachers and administrators may 

individually choose to subvert or ignore the Policy (Van der Walt 2011, 389; Chidester 2003b, 

27). Moreover, educators may not recognize how their teaching methods might reflect the 

colonial and apartheid histories of Christian schooling. In other words, in promulgating the 

Policy, the government “unrealistically relied on the teachers’ personal investment to promote 

diversity” (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 233). Because educators may oppose religious diversity, 

questions arise regarding how teachers present diverse religions. Irrespective of the actual results 

of teaching practice, the Policy enshrines the values of Tolerance 2 and intends them to be 

applied in religion classrooms. While Chidester fully supports—perhaps too optimistically—the 

state’s use of religion education as a form of citizenship training in morality, other figures 
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exercise reasonable caution and, indeed, skepticism toward its implementation while remaining 

supportive of its goals. 

Roux, for instance, acknowledges that “disparities in social structures and the differences 

between economically advanced and economically deprived schools are still a huge problem . . . 

[with] no solution in the near future” (2006, 154). Roux (2000, 173) also recognizes that the 

process of instituting religion education in South African schools has proven difficult and, in 

many cases, ineffective. According to Roux (2000, 177), the majority of teachers are not aware 

or do not fully understand the values and goals associated with education policy challenges 

following apartheid and many who are acquainted with them disapprove of them. Because 

teachers were responsible for students’ Biblical learning for so long, many are unwilling to 

change their pedagogical techniques; they are uncomfortable with teaching about other religions 

and lack the proper training or knowledge to teach them (Roux 2000, 177–8). Solutions to these 

issues do not come easily as rural areas often lack access to technology and libraries that could 

provide additional information on religions (Roux 2000, 178).  

Roux cautions against repeating the mistakes of CNE in the dissemination of the 2003 

Policy to schools. Although Roux (2012, 35) espouses the significance of religion education, she 

also asserts that schools must prohibit religious and cultural practices that violate human rights.  

According to Roux (2013, 245–6), learning environments that do not provide a learner-centered 

and whole-person approach create an “artificially safe space” in which learners are not cognizant 

of existing breaches of human rights. These sorts of learning environments engender a 

subservient society that ignores issues of social justice. Subservience, Roux argues, is a means of 

controlling and subduing a populace and was cultivated under CNE for forty years (Roux 2013, 

246). Not only does the education system as a whole, and religion classrooms in particular, need 
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to guard against the mistakes of apartheid, Roux contends it must also be cautious of making 

new mistakes. Schools have the civic role of instilling a public pedagogy based on social justice 

that will facilitate the individual agency of learners so they may contribute to the new political 

dispensation.  

Roux presents a much more nuanced and realistic perspective on the implementation and 

aims of religion education than does Chidester while still arguing that religion education must 

uphold human rights. Yet, neither Roux nor Chidester perceive any potential constitutional or 

human rights policy-related contradictions in the promotion of a form of tolerance similar to 

Little’s Tolerance 2. A brief examination of relevant articles in the 1996 Constitution and the 

UDHR will reveal some of the points of contention I have in mind. 

Section 15 (1) and (2) in the 1996 South African Bill of Rights uphold the “right to 

freedom of conscience, religion, thought, belief and opinion” (Constitutional Assembly 1996, 7) 

and state that “Religious observances may be conducted at state or state-aided institutions, 

provided that—(a) those observances follow rules made by the appropriate public authorities; (b) 

they are conducted on an equitable basis; and (c) attendance at them is free and voluntary” 

(Constitutional Assembly 1996, 12). In other words, the 1996 Constitution secures the freedom 

of religion for South African citizens and requires that state schools provide time and space for 

religious activities. In addition, Section 29 of the 1996 Constitution states that “Everyone has the 

right to establish and maintain, at their own expense, independent educational institutions that—

(a) do not discriminate on the basis of race; (b) are registered with the state; and (c) maintain 

standards that are not inferior to standards at comparable public educational institutions” 

(Constitutional Assembly 1996, 12). Thus, the 1996 Constitution protects parents’ rights to 
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establish or enroll their children in mono-religious institutions provided they follow the 

necessary guidelines.  

Similarly, Article 18 of the UDHR states that “Everyone has the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and 

freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his 

religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance” (UN General Assembly 1948). 

Thus, both the UDHR and the 1996 Constitution secure the right to freedom of conscience, 

thought, and religion. Section 2 of Article 26 in the UDHR states that “Education shall be 

directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and 

friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the 

United Nations for the maintenance of peace” (UN General Assembly 1948). Finally, Section 3 

of Article 26 in the UDHR states that “Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education 

that shall be given to their children” (UN General Assembly 1948). Thus, both the 1996 

Constitution and the UDHR protect parents’ rights to direct their children’s education. While the 

1996 Constitution permits religious activities in state schools so long as they are voluntary, 

equitable, and rule-abiding (Constitutional Assembly 1996, 12), the UDHR specifies the 

permissible aims of schooling, including understanding, tolerance, and friendship among all 

peoples (UN General Assembly 1948).  

The ambiguity embedded in these human rights protections lies in the potential 

infringement of individual religious beliefs through the promotion of Tolerance 2 in school 

settings. Tolerance 1, which protects individual religious rights, is enforced and promoted in 

public schools under a human rights framework and contributes to the advancement of a culture 
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of universal human rights. The mobilization of Tolerance 2 as a means of teaching morality and 

creating national unity, however, may conflict with individuals’ freedom of conscience, thought, 

and religion. For instance, students and educators may not agree with Tolerance 2’s embrace of 

“a larger point or reason . . . for refraining from using force/coercion against those whom one 

disapproves” (Little 2015, 153–54) or may not hold “a commitment to a set of virtues associated 

with the idea of strong, active respect for those of whom one disapproves” (Little 2015, 154). 

While these individuals may not respect the ideas or adherents of other religious traditions, 

Tolerance 1 nonetheless obliges equal treatment and forbids any form of violence or 

discrimination against individuals with whom one may disagree (Little 2015, 151, 155). Thus, 

upholding and enforcing the values of Tolerance 1 is clearly in line with human rights values and 

is possible in public schools, but promoting and implementing Tolerance 2 in schools does not 

always fully protect the individual and parental religious rights defended by the 1996 

Constitution and the UDHR. In sum, South Africans have, in theory, the right to disapprove of 

other people’s religions in accord with their own conscience, thought, or religion. However, the 

2003 Policy imposes Tolerance 2, thereby potentially infringing on the religious rights of parents 

and students. 

In language parallel to Little’s conception of Tolerance 1 and Tolerance 2, Du Plessis 

(2001) recognizes the problem the South African government faces in trying to instill a culture of 

human rights based on “positive” or “affirmative” tolerance while simultaneously protecting 

individual religious rights. Positive or affirmative tolerance goes beyond passive tolerance in that 

“Passive tolerance means that people bear or put up with one another; affirmative tolerance 

means that they understand, accept, and appreciate one another” (Du Plessis 2001, 442). By Du 

Plessis’ estimation, South Africa achieves the goal of passive tolerance because the nation’s 
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population, comprising thousands of Christian denominations as well as adherents to many other 

religious traditions, largely coexists peacefully despite their religious and cultural diversity (Du 

Plessis 2001, 464). However, past empirical studies reveal widespread political and religious 

intolerance in South African societies, and “no recent empirical studies . . . [indicate] tolerance at 

the grassroots level” (Du Plessis 2001, 466).  

In tracing constitutional protections for religious liberty under the transitional 1993 

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (passed in 1994) and the 1996 Constitution, with 

regular references to apartheid-era constitutions, Du Plessis (2001) concludes that part of the 

cause of intolerance in South Africa is that the courts (and the Constitutional court in particular) 

have done more to protect people from religion than to protect their freedom of religion. On the 

few occasions that rights to religious freedom have been tested in courtrooms, it seems that the 

courts have actually enforced a de facto separation between church and state and have “not 

sufficiently availed themselves of the opportunity to develop a nuanced jurisprudence on the 

evenhanded treatment of diversity of religions in South Africa” (Du Plessis 2001, 465). If 

religion now serves as a tool for fostering togetherness in policy, but a de facto legal separation 

exists between religion and the state, then clearly the state needs to clarify its perspective on 

religion in full recognition of such contradictions.  

The underlying values that the South African government chose to apply in the 2003 

Policy remain less than clear. Van der Walt (2011), claims a lack of transparency in the ethical 

values of the Policy, previously described by Du Plessis (2011). Van der Walt nonetheless 

asserts that a number of ethical values are apparent in the Policy: 

de facto secularism (the banning of all forms of sectarian religion from the public sphere 

because of their potentially divisive or ghettoizing effects), pragmatism (the elimination 



48 

of a potential threat to the stability of the state, and considerations of political 

expedience; seeking a reasonable balance between its own [the state’s] political concerns 

and what it could do without interfering too far with other legitimate concerns), value-

pluralism (not to take a value-motivated stance—although secularism can of course also 

be construed as a value-driven choice—and to provide space for a variety of ways of life 

. . . and the theory of modus [v]ivendi (peaceful coexistence), based on a form of 

liberalism that thinks in terms of coexistence among different ways of life and of 

reconciling the claims of conflicting values. (Van der Walt 2011, 389) 

South Africa’s approach to religion education is “not only politics and policy” according to 

Chidester (2008, 280), “It [is] also poetics and persuasion.” It may be that the lack of ethical 

transparency in the 2003 Policy is deliberate rather than incidental. McCutcheon (2004, 177–9), 

for instance, argues that understandings of religion that construe religion as an individual 

experience confined to the private sphere benefit the modern nation-state. If a nation’s citizens 

perceive religion as a private matter, then governments effectively marginalize religious attitudes 

in public life and secure their own dominance (McCutcheon 2004, 179). With regard to the 

Policy, the state’s promotion of positive tolerance and silence about the potential incursion on 

the religious rights of students and parents strengthens notions that citizens’ religious identities 

not in line with positive tolerance are private matters. In other words, the 1996 Constitution 

secures students’ religious rights to disapprove of religions other than their own. However, if 

schools must promote positive tolerance, students might feel pressured to repress their religious 

convictions and outwardly support positive tolerance in schools. Religion education, then, is a 

tool for increasing not just civic unity, but state power. 
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While the 2003 Policy is an important clarification of South Africa’s position on religion 

and the state, it fails to acknowledge or rectify existing potential contradictions between 

individual religious freedom and the promotion of positive tolerance in the classroom. Instead, 

the Policy fully embraces positive tolerance because it encourages respect for adherents and 

practices of other religions. State promotion of positive tolerance is evident from the following 

assertion in Section 29: “We believe we will do much better as a country if our pupils are 

exposed to a variety of religious and secular belief systems, in a well-informed manner, which 

gives rise to a genuine respect for the adherents and practices of all of these, without diminishing 

in any way the preferred choice of the pupil” (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 

12–3). It is not only that learning about religion unconsciously brings about genuine respect for 

others, but that religion education “should purposely pursue the moral and ethical development 

of pupils” by teaching them to respect diversity and increase tolerance (Department of Education 

of South Africa 2003, 10). The Policy is contradictory on this point because promoting positive 

tolerance infringes on the religious rights of those students who may be opposed to valuing 

religious traditions other than their own. If South Africa organized its laws so as to reflect human 

rights values and mobilized religion education as a form of citizenship training to construct a 

unified nation out of existing cultural and religious diversities, then the lack of transparency in 

the Policy regarding the divergence between individual religious rights and positive tolerance is 

cause for concern.  

Potgieter (2011) believes that the South African government enacted a policy that is 

morally absolutist and infringes upon pupils’ and teachers’ religious rights. Because the 

government failed to “opt for a model of confessional pluralism the 2003 Policy can also be 

interpreted as the intentional establishment of a (state) religion of secularism and neutralism 
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[and] impose[s] some sort of master (state) religion on all learners in public schools” (Potgieter 

2011, 400). Potgieter (2011, 400–4) posits that although the government claims that its approach 

to teaching religion upholds individual religious rights, this cannot be the case because the Policy 

unconstitutionally restricts freedom of religion. As a result, Potgieter (2011, 400–4) claims that 

students can no longer freely engage in confessional inter-religious dialogue or adhere to their 

religious beliefs and values during school hours. Similarly, Van der Walt (2011, 465) reasons 

that pupils’ rights to confessional religious expression in the state-controlled domain of public 

education are unfairly relegated to the private sphere and that the form of social justice mandated 

by the national government may not be in line with individual religious rights. Although Van der 

Walt (2011, 390) never suggests that the Policy constitutes a state religion, he calls for further 

revision of the Policy to address this issue.  

Potgieter and Van der Walt’s conclusions reveal that new religious inequalities emerged 

in the process of combatting preexisting inequalities because significant shortcomings exist in 

the assurance of individual religious rights. The state needs to show more transparency regarding 

the 2003 Policy so as to assure that it can effectively achieve its goal of creating a culture of 

morality without infringing on the religious rights of learners. Van der Walt (2011) presents a 

well-reasoned conclusion that religious expression in the classroom out of line with the value of 

positive tolerance in schools may accrue stigma, resulting in the relegation of religious 

expression to the private sphere. For Van der Walt (2011, 383–4), the 2003 Policy favors secular 

humanism and therefore stifles other religious views. Potgieter’s (2011) perspective, however, 

may sometimes go too far. He may correctly claim that promoting positive tolerance through 

religion education amounts to state-mandated religion. However, Section 22 of the Policy does 

not address whether or not students may engage in confessional religious dialogue in religion 



51 

classrooms; it only forbids confessional or sectarian instruction in public schools (Department of 

Education of South Africa 2003, 10). While Potgieter could claim that teachers’ religious rights 

suffer under the stipulations of the new policy, his assertion cannot fully extend to the rights of 

learners.  

Furthermore, Potgieter’s claim that the 2003 Policy has resulted in a de facto ban of 

religious observances during school hours in violation of the individual religious freedoms 

upheld in the 1996 Constitution is too strong (Potgieter 2011, 401–2). Sections 58–65 of the 

Policy ensure considerable provisions for religious observances both during and after school 

hours as long as they are conducted on an equitable basis and in an appropriate manner 

(Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 21–3). If Potgieter were to limit his objections 

to the Policy on religious observances during school hours, his position would be partially 

legitimate. Section 61, for instance, mandates that “Where a religious observance is organized, as 

an official part of the school day, it must accommodate and reflect the multi-religious nature of 

the country in an appropriate manner” (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 22). 

School officials are responsible for determining whether or not religious observances align with 

the Policy (Mestry 2007, 63). Thus, Section 61 implies that the Policy advocates positive 

tolerance even in the context of individual religious observances, as opposed to passive tolerance 

alone. While reasonable skepticism of Potgieter’s claims is warranted, he nonetheless makes an 

important point that the state must affirm that “religious tolerance, respect and compassion 

cannot be cultivated and national unity and peaceful co-existence ensured by educating students 

on different religions without at the same time respecting their constitutional right to religious 

freedom” (2011, 404).  
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Thus, critics have likened the present model of multi-religion education promoting 

positive tolerance to a new state religion (Potgieter 2011, 400) that advances secularism and 

pluralism (Van der Walt 2011, 389) and threatens citizens’ religious freedom (Du Plessis 2001, 

465). Each claim demonstrates the competing nature of individual religious rights with the state-

supported promotion of positive tolerance, resulting in the production of new religious 

inequalities. However, the state may create new religious imbalances in ways beyond the 

promotion of positive tolerance. For instance, in a discussion of the unintended outcomes of 

multi-religion education in South Africa, Kumar (2006, 285–91) suggests that the practice of 

teaching religion as an academic subject will lead to increased levels of religious pluralism in 

South Africa. Although the aim of teaching religion is to create a unified nation, it will also 

allegedly lead to decreased levels of strict adherence to any single religious faith in exchange for 

a broader acceptance of multiple faiths (Kumar 2006, 290–1). Kumar (2006, 287–9) also 

problematizes how teaching religion is frequently associated with theological instruction and 

presumes that religion teachers are followers of the religion they teach, raising questions as to the 

academic standards and efficacy of teaching religion. Kumar (2006, 281–3) views the outcome 

of increased pluralism as neither positive nor negative but as a challenge to the identities that 

many South Africans maintain.  

Similarly, but coming from a Reformed Christian perspective, Mashau offers a 

perspective likely in opposition to multi-religion education in schools. Mashau (2009, 116) 

contends that post-apartheid South Africa embraced and built a nation around notions of 

pluralism and secularism. He argues that secularism and pluralism are the two greatest threats to 

Christianity in the world and specifically in South Africa today (Mashau 2009, 126). Because 

secularism undermines Christian ideals by separating spiritual and secular spheres of life and 



53 

because pluralism allows for the syncretic or simultaneous acceptance of multiple beliefs, 

Mashau (2009, 111–20) argues that the state interferes with religious rights (Mashau 2009, 119). 

He contends that the enormous and destructive impact of state interference on the church is most 

visible in the pluralistic blending of AIRs with Christianity (Mashau 2009, 126). 

Steyn (1999, 135) argues against those who believe that multi-religion education 

promotes syncretism. Instead, she asserts that such critics misunderstand the aims of religion 

education (Steyn 1999, 135). Multi-religion education, she claims, does not promote syncretism 

because “it is particularly the uniqueness of the different religions that is emphasized” (Steyn 

1999, 135). Yet, she also argues paradoxically, that multi-religion education enables children to 

“appreciate the common humanity underlying different religions” (Steyn 1999, 135). Although 

Steyn’s critique dates prior to the enactment of the 2003 Policy, her analysis helps assess multi-

religion education’s possible contribution to religious perrenialism and syncretism.  

Like Steyn’s conception of religion education, the 2003 Policy requires instruction about 

diverse religions and emphasizes the “common values that all religions promote” (Department of 

Education of South Africa 2003, 9). If religion education highlights the “common values” 

(Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 9) or the “common humanity” (Steyn 1999, 

135) informing all religious traditions, the approach is perennialist, and potentially syncretic. 

Because the Policy stresses similarities between religions (Department of Education of South 

Africa 2003, 9–10), it cannot be a neutral approach to the study of religion. Steyn (2003, 120) 

elsewhere recognizes that the Policy, as well as religion education as a whole, is never fully 

“neutral,” challenging her argument that an approach to multi-religion education that emphasizes 

the commonalities between diverse religions necessarily precludes syncretism. If teaching about 

religious diversity is intended by the Policy, but the approach available to teachers is open to 
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perennialist interpretations, then it follows that religion education may result in religious 

syncretism—no matter the intent of policy makers or educators. However, while teachers have 

considerable influence over students, students remain interpretive agents distinct from the 

authority of their teachers (Harries 2001, 415). How educators present religion in classrooms in 

light of the 2003 Policy and how students interpret the content of their lessons reveals the 

religious tensions that exist between teachers, students, and the more powerful political 

authorities who put the Policy in place. Because the underlying themes of the Policy are empathy 

and civic unity rather than distinctiveness and diversity, the Policy problematically promotes 

positive tolerance and remains open to accusations of pluralism and secularism (Potgieter 2011; 

Van der Walt 2011; Du Plessis 2001; Kumar 2006).  

Moreover, the 2003 Policy’s promotion of positive tolerance may constitute a “civil 

religion.” Bellah (1967, 4) defines civil religion as a “public religious dimension [that] is 

expressed in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals.” In other words, a civil religion refers to the 

institutionalized public expression and conveyance of a nation’s values. According to Bellah and 

Hammond (1980, 132–6), the presence of religious diversity in a nation often results in a legal 

compromise between opposing religious groups and constitutes a civil religion. The more 

religiously plural a nation is, the greater demand governments face to develop complex 

jurisprudence that mediates relations between practitioners of contrasting religious systems 

(Bellah and Hammond 1980, 132–6). A civil religion may be arranged in such a way that citizens 

perceive no contradiction between their own religious beliefs and state directives (Bellah 1967, 

13). For a nation to be successful at addressing conflict between opposing religious groups, it 

requires that citizens not only agree to cooperate under a nation’s sovereignty, but to be 



55 

convinced that the nations’ jurisdictions are “so important, so sacred, [that] they apply to oneself 

as well as to one’s opponents” (Bellah and Hammond 1980, 191).  

If a civil religion may refer to a public agreement between diverse parties that mediates 

difference, it follows that this agreement constitutes the creation of a distinct meaning system, 

which may be contrasted with and compared to diverse religions (Bellah and Hammond 1980, 

132–6). Thus, a civil religion does not simply indicate religious influence in government, but 

may significantly diverge from various religious traditions (Bellah 1967, 1, 7–8). If citizens 

agree to adhere to state jurisdictions, religious bodies diminish their own authority and give 

power over to the state because they no longer possess “a monopoly in articulating the ideology 

by which ultimate meaning is bestowed” (Bellah and Hammond 1980, 145). Legal systems, 

however, neither singularly produce civil religion nor citizens who support the state. Instead, 

Bellah and Hammond (1980, 161) argue that “Public schools are the new ‘Sunday schools’ . . . 

whereas courts are the new pulpits.” In other words, while courts enforce laws, schools provide 

citizenship training to students by inculcating them with state values, ensuring that children’s 

moral inclinations develop in alignment with the state.  

Because the South African state employs multi-religion education in order to impart 

moral values to students distinct from any one religion, it may reflect a national civil religion. 

The 2003 Policy embraces the value of positive tolerance in order to teach students to respect 

religious diversity and build a unified nation (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 

10). Thus, the state model for religion education represents a state-crafted compromise between 

practitioners of diverse religious groups. Although the longstanding connection between religion 

and education in South Africa has resulted in an education system and government that strongly 

reflect Christian ideals (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412; Mitchell 2002, 23–4; Du Plessis 
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2013, 325), the state forbids mono-religious instruction (Department of Education of South 

Africa 2003, 21–3) and no longer aims to create Christian converts through education. Thus, the 

Policy represents a moral system distinct from Christianity, yet shares similarities with Christian 

confessional education of the colonial- and apartheid-eras, which also deployed religious 

education as a means of producing moral citizens. If post-apartheid religion education retains 

vestiges of religious instruction (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 233), it cannot be fully neutral or 

secular. Instead, the Policy may denote a civil religion of positive tolerance that espouses 

religious neutrality, but in reality reflects tenets of pluralism, secularism, and Christianity.  

Concerns regarding religion education in South African schools are far from limited to 

the way positive tolerance may infringe on the religious rights of learners and the possible 

promotion of a Christian-inspired civil religion centered on secularism and pluralism in 

classrooms. Any practical impact of religion education will be, to begin with, extremely limited 

because of the small amount of time devoted to the subject in the curriculum. Public education 

for South African students falls into two categories: General Education and Training (GET) and 

Further Education and Training (FET). GET runs from grade R (meaning “Reception”) through 

grade nine. GET begins around age four, while grade nine concludes around age fifteen. FET is 

for students between grades ten and twelve, beginning at around age sixteen and ending at 

around age eighteen. Religion education falls under the curricular heading of Life Orientation 

(LO), which consists of the following five learning areas: (1) health promotion, (2) social 

development, (3) personal development, (4) physical development and movement, and (5) an 

orientation to the world of work (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 28). More 

specifically, religion education lies within the learning area of social development, requiring that 

the student “be able to demonstrate an understanding and commitment to constitutional rights 
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and responsibilities, and to show an understanding of diverse cultures and religions” 

(Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 28). Religion education exists as an elective in 

grades ten through twelve but is required as part of the curriculum for students in grades R 

through nine, where LO receives 8 percent of the total instruction time. Religion education, 

however, is only one aspect of four within the social development category of the LO 

curriculum. As a result, religion education receives just 0.5 percent of instruction time in South 

African schools between grades R and nine (Chidester 2008, 274–6).  

Religion education, thus, is largely ignored in the curriculum. Chidester (2003, 273) 

optimistically argues that the limited allocation of instruction time for religion is helpful in that 

teachers are unlikely to be successful in continuing Christian education or converting students to 

their own beliefs. However, along the same lines, students and teachers will also be unlikely to 

overcome preexisting biases favoring Christianity and opposing AIRs. Moreover, Chidester fails 

to adequately reckon with the ineffectiveness of religion education in light of his own view that 

religion education advances social justice and tolerance. He argues that “perhaps we have ended 

up with exactly what we need. In a country that takes religion very seriously, with strong bonds 

of religious solidarity, but also with the potential for religious misunderstandings, divisions, and 

conflict, the relatively small space given for religion in schools might be just right” (Chidester 

2003, 273). This position appears to conflict with his belief in the positive potential of religion 

education to transform South African society for the better. As a result of the lack of 

transformative action taking place in schools, it follows that Christianity has maintained its status 

as the default religion of South Africa and that a sense of separation between peoples of diverse 

religions persists in the post-apartheid era. It is unlikely that predispositions favoring Christianity 

and denigrating AIRs will significantly decline in a setting wherein state policy extols the value 
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of religion education to mend religious inequalities while instruction time for religion is so 

minimal. 

Prior to the adoption of the 2003 Policy, Roux (1998, 87) argued that simply adopting a 

new policy on the proper place of religion in schools, be it mono-religious or multi-religious in 

nature, would not be enough to ensure respect for all children’s religious beliefs. Because of the 

deep-seated connection between Christianity and education, and longstanding discrimination 

against all other religions, Roux (1998, 87) argued for a complete paradigm shift in thinking 

about religion in schools, requiring the identification of points of conflict, thoughtful and 

unbiased analysis of the past, and the development of new questions (Roux 1998, 84). In 

implementing the Policy, the government did not fully consider the possible ramifications of 

such a policy or ensure that educators’ perspectives on religion education would evolve to match 

this policy (Ferguson and Roux 2003a, 292, 295). Instead, the Policy leaves individual schools to 

interpret it (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 3) and fails to “offer a definition of 

religious literacy . . . [or] engage with content on the various religious traditions or specific 

training” (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 232), causing confusion about the meaning of the Policy 

among educators. Instead of taking an active role in ensuring a paradigm shift in thinking about 

religion and exposing students to religious diversity in schools, the government instead 

marginalized the goals of the Policy (Ferguson and Roux 2003a, 295).  

The 2003 Policy not only problematically assumes that the goals of healing religious 

inequalities and promoting a culture of human rights are attainable through religion education in 

spite of the low percentage of time devoted to the subject, but little evidence suggests that 

teachers use this time effectively. Questionnaire responses by ninety-five primary school 

teachers and sixty-two secondary school teachers in Western Cape schools (Van Deventer 2009, 
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130) reveal that the many subjects included under the umbrella of Life Orientation (LO) are 

commonly taught by teachers untrained in the subject area (Van Deventer 2009, 128). As a 

result, Van Devanter (2009, 128) argues that LO teachers will be unsatisfied in their profession. 

She also contends that the practice of employing untrained LO teachers reflects the low value 

and priority given to the subject as a whole (Van Deventer 2009, 128). Unsatisfied teachers, 

however, are not the only costs of marginalizing LO in the curriculum. Van Deventer (2009, 

140) argues that students “are able to sense the ‘incompetence’ of the teachers and wonder about 

what value is attached to LO if it is presented by ‘unqualified’ teachers or shifted from one 

teacher to the next.” 

Qualitative group interviews of sixty-two students across eight schools in North-West 

Province confirm Van Deventer’s thesis that neither South African teachers nor students take LO 

seriously (Jacobs 2011, 218–19). Jacobs’ (2011, 216) research affirms that many students 

considered LO to be a “waste of time” and a class period in which they “hardly did any work at 

all.” With regard to religion education, when researches asked students how to improve the 

quality of LO, some students requested that lessons on religion and spirituality be included in the 

curriculum (Jacobs 2011, 220). Given that the 2003 Policy already incorporates religion 

education as a subsection of the LO curriculum, students’ requests to learn about religion in the 

course should raise significant concern about how effectively teachers cover religion in schools 

and if it is being taught at all (Jacobs 2011, 220). In response to teachers who do not take LO 

seriously, Jacobs (2011, 218–22) argues that in order to fuse divergences between policy and 

practice, teachers must begin to respect the subject. 

Although some teachers in North-West province (Jacobs 2011) and in the Western Cape 

(Van Deventer 2009) ignore the 2003 Policy, Pillay’s (2012) study of thirty-six LO teachers 
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across six schools in Gauteng province presents a very different picture. It is not so much that 

teachers ignore religion education, but that they lack adequate training in mediating cultural 

conflicts and addressing social problems. Pillay’s (2012, 167–9) study calls teachers from 

historically white institutions who serve students of predominately middle and higher economic 

backgrounds, “keystone teachers,” whose role is to benefit society. While all the teachers 

included in her study received some training to teach LO, Pillay (2012, 169) argues that the 

training is unsatisfactory given the many challenges students face. Even in historically white 

schools that predominately serve children with higher socio-economic backgrounds, many 

students face challenges from HIV/AIDS, physical and sexual abuse, and poverty (Pillay 2012, 

170). While all interviewed teachers emphasized LO’s importance in promoting diverse cultures, 

some reported feeling helpless in the face of issues such as extreme poverty and human rights 

abuses (Pillay 2012, 171). Indeed, LO teachers are not only responsible for presenting subject 

material, but often act as counselors to students (Pillay 2012, 171). Pillay (2012, 175) argues that 

the Department of Education must ensure that in-service teachers and students preparing to 

become teachers at universities undergo substantial training in counseling (Pillay 2012, 175). If 

teachers often go untrained in LO subject material (Van Deventer 2009, 130) and lack basic 

counseling skills (Pillay 2012, 175), then the Policy cannot fully meet its goals. While some 

teachers may succeed at combatting religious inequalities and promoting human rights in 

schools, others remain completely unprepared for such responsibilities. 

Yet, insufficient training of LO teachers requires more than providing a few training 

opportunities. Even for educators well-versed in the protections of religious rights enshrined in 

the 2003 Policy, considerable confusion remains about the proper way to implement the Policy 

in schools. A qualitative research project seeking to understand South African principals’ 



61 

feelings about the Policy, for instance, found that participating principals knew of the existence 

and legal protections for religious rights in the Policy (Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10). 

However, the state provided very little instruction to principals as to how to implement the 

Policy in day-to-day school life (Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10). As a result, 

participating principals “relied on their past experiences and remained promoters of Christianity” 

(Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10). Some principals suggested that the Policy was not 

relevant for their mono-religious schools, while others expressed contradictory desires to protect 

the religious rights of all students while simultaneously wanting their students to practice 

Christianity (Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10). Although the principals attended training 

workshops regarding the Policy, the training proved insufficient at prompting the Policy’s goals 

of promoting inclusive attitudes toward adherents of minority religions, embracing religious 

diversity, and building a human rights culture.  

Furthermore, a research project (Ferguson and Roux 2003b) consisting of four training 

workshops measured whether teachers could change their own confessional religion teaching 

methods to a multi-religion approach. Ferguson and Roux’s (2003b) study showed that teachers’ 

predispositions to Christianity generated hesitation and opposition to adopting a multi-religion 

approach and that insufficient training hindered their understanding of religious diversity. Six 

teachers from the Western Cape, seven teachers from Gauteng and two teachers from the Eastern 

Cape participated in the project (Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 274). Roux and Ferguson (2003b, 

275) found that the ability of teachers to adopt a multi-religion approach correlated positively 

with an urban background. Presenting a multi-religion curriculum proved more challenging for 

teachers from rural areas, perhaps because rural teachers were less aware of religious diversity 

(Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 275). Some teachers could not understand the approach and others 



62 

held Christian biases conflicting with the 2003 Policy, resulting in “resistance amongst some of 

the teachers to acquire the new content and therefore to attempt innovative teaching strategies” 

(Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 274). While some schools may teach religion according to the 

Policy, “many others lack resources both human and visual, need exposure to religious and 

cultural diversity and have little opportunity or means to be in contact with communities outside 

of their own” (Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 275). If little or no religion training is provided to 

educators, it follows that teachers will not be able to meet the requirements of the Policy. 

The necessity of in-service teacher training emerged in Roux’s (2005) study of thirty 

student teachers gaining teaching experience in public schools as part of the curriculum for a 

bachelor of education program at a South African university. While the university provided 

multi-religion training to students preparing for their future careers as teachers, students 

overwhelmingly reported that in-service teachers opposed religion education in public schools 

(Roux 2005, 300). Of the thirty students participating in the study, only five reported that LO 

teachers working at their schools responded positively toward the prospect of teaching a lesson 

on religion (Roux 2005, 302). At the time of the study, “there was no support system at schools 

. . . to present a multireligion education program in the Life Orientation learning area” (Roux 

2005, 304). The student-teachers who asked to teach a lesson on multi-religion education, as 

required by the 2003 Policy, did so by their own initiative. Moreover, practicing teachers 

provided student-teachers with no guidance about how best to implement such a lesson. While 

the university provided student-teachers with multi-religion training, practicing teachers 

permitted only twelve of the thirty students to teach a religion lesson (Roux 2005, 302). Instead, 

in-service teachers expected student-teachers to facilitate Bible lessons or ignore religion 

altogether in favor of teaching subjects that in-service teachers deemed more important (Roux 
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2005, 304). Roux’s (2005) study thus revealed that many practicing teachers continued teaching 

confessional Christian education even after the implementation of the Policy. It also offered 

evidence that educators’ individual religious identities significantly influence the Policy’s 

implementation, resulting in the uneven censure, extension, and inauguration of new religious 

inequalities in public schools.  

Preparing future teachers to teach religion is not enough to ensure that South African 

public schools will change their methods from a confessional Christian approach to one of multi-

religion education consistent with the 2003 Policy. While some universities initiated a paradigm 

shift in thinking about religion in public schools by incorporating multi-religion training 

programs (Roux 2005, 294), this shift does not extend to many in-service teachers (Roux 2007, 

478; 2005, 302). Instead, student teachers implementing a multi-religion approach may appear 

unprofessional, inexperienced, and untrustworthy to in-service teachers (Roux 2007, 478; 2005, 

296). If student teachers who are prepared to move beyond a curriculum of Christian 

confessionalism and trained to teach multi-religion education are “immediately mistrusted by the 

practicing teaching profession as far as their knowledge, skills and praxis are concerned” (Roux 

2007, 478), then current teachers also need to undergo significant training. As it is, practicing 

teachers “find it very difficult to trust the new curriculum and theories, and still rely on a 

fundamentalist and confessional presentation and view of religion teaching and learning” (Roux 

2007, 478).  

Furthermore, simply providing training to in-service teachers raised and trained in 

Christian confessional education is too simplistic (Roux 2007, 481). In a context wherein 

teachers “are required to interpret and implement policy documents from within their own 

philosophies of religion” (Roux 2007, 474), individual religious identity limits the possibility of 
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a quick transformation from a mono-religious curriculum to a multi-religious one for future 

teachers and in-service teachers alike. While teachers’ religious identities may limit the ability of 

schools to embrace rather than suppress religious diversity, these religious identities are often 

valuable to teachers’ well-being (Wolhuter et al. 2012). For instance, a questionnaire on future 

teachers’ sources of inspiration in their professional lives administered to 1,683 students 

preparing to be teachers at North-West University in South Africa found that religion, after 

family, was the most influential source of inspiration for future teachers (Wolhuter et al. 2012, 

187). 

Some scholars reason that embracing teachers’ spiritual—but not religious—identities 

may improve the overall quality of education and the well-being of teachers (De Klerk-Luttig 

2008; Roux 2006). For De Klerk-Luttig (2008, 506), the term “spirituality” is separate from 

“religion” and connects meaning to daily life. De-Klerk-Luttig (2008) argues that stripping 

spirituality from education is detrimental to both students and teachers. Such separation results in 

an “incomplete, one-sided, technicist view of education” (De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 505), which 

does little to enhance students’ abilities to use their imaginations or enable teachers to impart 

wisdom and meaning to students (De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 512). Because students are only pressed 

to achieve academically rather than to engage in creative and critical thinking, De Klerk-Luttig 

(2008, 512) argues that “caring and authenticity are sacrificed” in the classroom. Such an 

environment causes teachers to lose their motivation for teaching (De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 512). 

Thus, the inclusion of De Klerk-Luttig’s understanding of spirituality in classroom teaching 

practice may help educators cope with the struggles facing the education system, such as 

overcrowded classrooms, teachers’ heavy workloads (De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 512), and their high 
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attrition rates, with the majority of in-service teachers leaving the profession within a few years 

(Wolhuter et al. 2012, 178).  

Like De Klerk-Luttig, Roux (2006) argues for the inclusion of spirituality in education. 

For Roux (2006, 156), spirituality is “a whole-person approach, involving the person religiously, 

affectively, emotionally, cognitively and physically, with all aspects embedded in personal 

experiences.” While Roux’s understanding of spirituality includes religious experience, she 

argues that a non-religious spirituality also exists. Non-religious spirituality embraces topics such 

as history, art, and music as essential parts of the human experience, irrespective of individual 

religious beliefs or lack thereof (Roux 2006, 156). Roux (2006, 153) argues that policy-makers 

problematically removed overt spiritual education from the curriculum after apartheid ended 

(Roux 2006, 153). This change likely occurred in response to the frequent combination of 

spirituality with Christian theology and to avoid pedagogical and legal controversy (Roux 2005, 

153). Because spiritual education may help students and teachers “make sense of life” (Roux 

2006, 156) and “engage in a humane manner . . . on social issues in a social context” (2006, 

156), schools risk creating new inequalities if spiritual education is omitted from the curriculum.  

Yet, if spirituality is a whole-person approach (Roux 2006, 156) connected to the 

production of meaning (De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 506), it follows that spirituality cannot be 

definitively devoid of religion. Instead, individual religious identities intersect with professional 

identities (White 2009, 858; Stambach 2006, 10), strict divisions between the secular and 

religious are illusory (Asad 2003, 201; Stambach 2006, 10), and many education policy makers 

and South Africans equate spirituality and religion (Roux 2005, 153; De Klerk-Luttig 2008, 

505). While embracing teachers’ spiritual and religious identities may advance the overall 

quality of education and the well-being of teachers and students (Roux 2006; De Klerk-Luttig 
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2008; Wolhuter et al. 2012, 187), these identities may also complicate the possibilities for 

extinguishing religious inequalities in schools. 

For instance, in a number of qualitative, semi-structured interviews and ethnographic 

observations of teachers in the Western Cape, Nogueira-Godsey (2016, 231–2) found that some 

teachers adopted a neo-confessional approach to teaching religion, unaware that their teaching 

methods imbue and subsequently impose a Christian bias. In an interview with a grade five 

primary school teacher, Nogueira-Godsey (2016, 234) heard a teacher wholeheartedly express 

agreement with the multi-religion approach of the 2003 Policy while believing that her students 

needed to pray before lunch and at the beginning and end of the school day (Nogueira-Godsey 

2016, 234). This teacher was unable to recognize “on her own, that teaching and encouraging 

Christian prayer is . . . a form of proselytization” (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 234). Although this 

teacher ostensibly opposed Christian confessionalism in schools, her Christian worldview 

nonetheless sustained Christian confessionalism by privileging Christian prayer and 

proselytizing to children (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 234).  

Because most South African teachers come from Christian backgrounds, religion courses 

are frequently taught in ways that are consonant with Christianity (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 232).  

For instance, Nogueira-Godsey (2016) found that an interviewed grade seven teacher from the 

Western Cape teaches religion by presenting her students with religious texts from diverse 

traditions to encourage them to understand the shared values that exist within all religions 

(Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 232). The teacher neither realized that she excludes religious traditions 

without texts from the exercise nor that searching for shared values across religions essentializes 

diverse traditions (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 232). Although teaching here may not reflect 

Christian confessionalism, it nonetheless follows norms for Western world religions frameworks, 
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which problematically ignore indigenous traditions (Chidester 2003a, 31; Smith 1998, 280), 

privilege religious traditions with written histories (Masuzawa 2005, 4), and reflect Christianity 

(Masuzawa 2005, 3). Moreover, because this teacher aimed to promote tolerance and impart 

values to students, she has, presumably, “relied on the value system of the . . . dominant culture” 

(Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 232), which historically perceived Christianity “as a universalized way 

to teach respect for the divine and for fellow humans” (2016, 233). Thus, Nogueira-Godsey’s 

(2016) research reveals how deep-seated the connection is between individual religious identity 

and the teaching of religion in South Africa.  

The 2003 Policy recognizes the minimal curriculum time assigned to religion between 

grades R and nine, avowing that “if offered as a discrete module, [it] would constitute no more 

than a few lessons in each year” (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 19). However, 

the Policy suggests that information about religious diversity should figure throughout the 

curriculum (Department of Education of South Africa 2003, 19). By pursing religion education 

beyond LO lessons alone, the state evades criticism that it has assigned religion to a 

“marginalized and isolated space, insulated from the core subject areas” (Carlson 1995, 415). 

However, it appears to be Christianity, more than religious diversity, that is taught throughout 

the curriculum in many schools (Nogueira-Godsey 2016; Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015). 

Because the histories of Christianity and education so closely interwove in South Africa 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412), Nogueira-Godsey (2016, 233) argues that the South 

African education system denies “the assimilations between Christian confessionalism and 

democratic values under the banner of a multi-religious approach.” Some scholars have likewise 

criticized the choices policy makers have made regarding both religion education and education 

as a whole (Mndende 1999; Nekhwebha 2002). For instance, Nekhwevha (2002, 142) argues that 
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the South African education system too closely embraces the teaching models of the West as 

opposed to embracing indigenous educational movements. Mndende (1999, 147) meanwhile, 

suspects that the post-apartheid government is merely giving lip service to AIRs rather than 

providing them with the respect and status they deserve. 

It is impossible to draw conclusions for the whole of South Africa regarding the 

effectiveness of religion education in meeting the 2003 Policy’s goals, as no nationwide studies 

have examined the results of and perceived attitudes toward the Policy in South African schools 

(Nogueria-Godsey 2016, 231; Jacobs 2011, 212). Existing evidence regarding the successes and 

shortcomings of the Policy come from studies undertaken by individual academic researchers in 

diverse schools across the nation. The various responses regarding teachers’ views about the 

content and application of LO curricula indicate that the state has failed to meet the challenge of 

transforming existing religious inequalities through education (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 233). 

Instead, it has inaccurately assumed that the Policy is enough to increase inclusivity, embrace 

diversity, and facilitate a culture of morality and human rights (Roux 1998; Van Deventer 2009). 

Too much responsibility falls on individual educators to solve religious inequalities (Noguiera-

Godsey 2016, 233; Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10), given the low priority of the subject 

in the school curriculum and the fact that educators most often receive little to no support to 

acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to teach religion.  

Some schools continue the Christian confessional approach of apartheid (Roux 2005; 

Roux 2007), others implement a neo-confessional Christian approach (Nogueira-Godsey 2016), 

and perhaps others successfully implement the 2003 Policy. Although the curriculum aims at 

teaching a greater awareness of diverse religions across multiple subjects (Department of 

Education of South Africa 2003, 19), the literature reviewed here suggests that this has never 
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occurred on a national scale. Instead, “What comes to the fore is that the success or lack of it in 

dealing with religious diversity in classrooms will be determined by the particular social 

circumstances of schools, the background and teaching of teachers, the quality of in-service 

training programmes and the teachers’ attitudes toward religious and cultural diversity” 

(Ferguson and Roux 2003b, 275). Yet, despite the lack of religion training for teachers, the small 

allocation of teaching time devoted to religion, and the lack of state direction regarding the 2003 

Policy, the apartheid-era ban on practitioners of AIRs from enrolling in schools has fallen. Thus, 

an important transformation occurred in South Africa with far-reaching consequences for open 

practitioners of AIRs, who now have access to schooling and the potential to compete in the job 

market. To this end, it is certain that “even within the small compass allowed by the curriculum 

for this enterprise, enormous gains can be anticipated in advancing education for human rights, 

citizenship, social justice, and diversity by paying attention to religion and religions, not as a 

religious activity, but as an educational priority in teaching and learning about our world” 

(Chidester 2003, 275).   



70 

CHAPTER 5  

 

PARALLEL TRENDS IN RELIGION EDUCATION ACROSS SOUTHERN 

AFRICA 

Dynamics that parallel South Africa’s approach to religion education as a means of 

teaching morality and creating a unified citizenry are occurring across Southern African nations 

such as Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia. Correspondingly, concerns about 

the state’s infringement on religious rights through the embrace of secularism and pluralism in 

schools, like those of Mashau (2009), Kumar (2006), and Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter 

(2010), exist across Southern Africa (Carmody 2003, 140, 146; Chidester 2008, 277). Concerns 

about the state’s embrace of secularism and pluralism in education derive, in part, from the 

suspicion and mistrust much of the public shares for governing bodies (Wiles 2002, 189; Ranger 

2008, 26). While churches once directed education, post-colonial governments often surpass the 

ideological influence of churches (Ranger 2008, 26) in hopes of securing a democratic culture 

among multi-religious populations (Ranger 2008, 9, 15). This chapter suggests that because 

Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia are contiguous nations that share histories 

of Protestant Christian missionary schooling, these nations not only face challenges similar to 

South Africa, but employ similar methods for contemporary religion education. By connecting 

the colonial histories of missionary education to trends in post-colonial schooling, this chapter 

provides evidence for the interconnected relationship between Western-style education and 

Christianity across Southern Africa. South Africa and Botswana go the furthest in the region at 

abandoning confessional models and implementing multi-religion education, while Zambia, 

Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia employ overtly Christian-inspired models.  



71 

As in South Africa, the history of religion education in Botswana reflects a long 

missionary influence. Confessional teaching by European missionaries in Botswana began in the 

nineteenth century and continued under colonialism (Matemba 2005, 406; Davies 2007, 146). 

The colonial government agreed that schooling should inculcate Christian values but was unable 

to produce a standardized Christian syllabus that suited the many competing Christian 

denominations in Botswana (Matemba 2005, 406–7). Although religion education remained 

hotly debated after independence in 1966, Christian confessional education predominated until 

the 1994 Revised National Policy on Education adopted an academic, multi-faith religion 

syllabus (Matemba 2005, 408).  

Matemba (2005, 422) claims that the aims of multi-religion education reflect Botswana’s 

Vision 2016, an initiative advocating morality and tolerance in a religiously diverse nation. 

Although a number of citizens were skeptical of the multi-religion education changes introduced, 

the general response of the public was positive and accepting (Matemba 2005, 418–9). Davies 

(2007) echoes Matemba’s positive assessment of Botswana’s reinvention of national education 

after 1994 to promote the national values of democracy, development, self-reliance, unity, and 

botho, the goal of becoming a person with a well-rounded personality who achieves her or his 

full potential (Davies 2007, 148). Each of these national values are intended to create kagisano, 

or “social harmony” (Davies 2007, 147). Multi-religion education has thus become valuable for 

developing a patriotic citizenry who mirror these national moral principles (Davies 2007, 148). 

Learning about multiple religions contributes to children’s ability to “make a valid contribution 

to the community and live in harmony with others” (Davies 2007, 153). While positive about the 

aims and outcomes of religion education in Botswana, some scholars note the discomfort many 

teachers feel teaching religion because they feel that education about religion should occur in 
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homes instead of schools, lack knowledge and teaching materials about diverse religions, and 

feel that some students lack interest in the subject (Raditoaneng 2011, 32; Davies 2007, 153). 

Regardless, religion education in Botswana is neither impartial nor neutral since it involves 

considerations of morality, citizenship, and peaceful coexistence among diverse peoples.  

As in Botswana, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a climate of 

disagreement and intolerance between different Christian denominations in Zambia (Carmody 

2003, 2004). Over time, however, relations between the denominations improved, fostering an 

environment of Christian religious cooperation and pluralism. In the early 1970s, churches and 

the Zambian state cooperated to put forth a standardized national syllabus for teaching 

Christianity in public schools which mirrored denominational cooperation on the ground 

(Carmody 2004, 110; 2003, 95). By the late 1970s, revised syllabi for religion shifted from 

confessional to academic approaches, with the addition of Hinduism, Islam, indigenous Zambian 

religions, and a nationalist philosophy of humanism to syllabi (Carmody 2003, 147–48; 

Simuchimba 2001, 110). Although the 1996 Constitution officially declared that Zambia is a 

“Christian Nation,” the government nonetheless guarantees religious freedom (Simuchimba 

2001, 107–8) and retains multi-religion education in the curriculum. Yet, classroom instruction 

in Zambia still privileges Christian practices and content over other religions (Carmody 2003, 

148; Simuchimba 2001, 113–4). While interest in multi-religion education exists in Zambia, 

some scholars criticize religion curricula for over-emphasizing description rather than analysis 

about religions (Carmody 2003, 150). Carmody (2003, 150) problematizes how teaching religion 

in Zambia, “like other subjects, has become part of the scramble for academic credit, which has 

come to mean that what is taught is largely what is needed for examination.” Although religious 

inequalities are apparent in the Zambian syllabus, it nevertheless “indicates growth in religious 
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pluralism in a nation where from colonial days religion was a source of division rather than 

unity” (Carmody 2003, 152). Religion education in Zambia, then, reflects and assures a unity 

between people of different religious traditions and particularly between people of different 

Christian denominations. The inclusion of Zambian humanism is a further attempt to cultivate 

moral citizenship through religion education.  

A situation similar to Zambia’s is that of Zimbabwe. Religious instruction by Christian 

missionaries first occurred in Zimbabwe in the mid-nineteenth century and contemporary schools 

still follow this confessional model (Ndlovu 2014, 174–5). In this case, a clear link exists 

between religious instruction pursued by European missionaries and that offered in post-colonial 

public schools today. As in Zambia, curricula for religion education in Zimbabwe reflect existing 

Christian, multi-denominational cooperation (Ndlovu 2014, 175). In contrast, Ndlovu (2014) 

proposes a multi-faith approach to religion education that emphasizes teaching the values of 

world religions.  

In order to determine whether or not Zimbabweans supported confessional Christian 

education or a values-oriented approach to multi-religion education, Ndlovu (2014, 181) 

submitted questionnaires to a random sample of those responsible for religion education in 

Zimbabwe. These individuals included thirty department heads, sixty teachers, twenty-eight 

college lecturers, twelve participants from the Curriculum Development Unit of Zimbabwe, and 

ten participants working at provincial education offices (Ndlovu 2014, 181). The study revealed 

that these actors largely find their country’s current approach problematic and support policy 

changes that would further separate church and state (Ndlovu 2014, 183–8). In addition, many 

respondents expressed concern about the stigma often associated with AIRs and felt that a 

values-centered approach to religion could convey the positive morals associated with AIRs, 



74 

such as ubuntu, or “humanness,” respectfulness toward elders, and cohesion within communities 

(Ndlovu 2014, 194). Although not yet enacted, Ndlovu’s program reveals an interest by 

Zimbabweans to enhance religion education for the purposes of promoting values found in 

religious traditions other than Christianity, targeting inequalities in religion curricula, and 

fostering a sense of national unity (Ndlovu 2014, 194).  

Matemba (2009, 42) describes how religion education in Malawi arrived via 

Presbyterian, Evangelical, Anglican, and Catholic missionaries in the 1800s. Hastings Banda, 

president of Malawi from 1967 to 1994, maintained the Christian confessional method of 

teaching religion in public schools (Matemba 2009, 43). After the 1994 democratic elections, 

however, Bakili Muluzi, a Muslim, took office. During Muluzi’s ten years in office, the Muslim 

minority of Malawi gained representation in state schools, including the promotion of a multi-

faith religion syllabus including Christianity, Islam, and AIRs (Matemba 2009, 45). However, 

this change was not without backlash from the Christian majority, leading to the reinstatement of 

Christian confessional education (Matemba 2009, 46). After considerable debate, Malawi 

compromised by promoting a revised multi-faith syllabus (including Islam, Baha’i, Hinduism, 

Christianity, and AIRs) as well as a Christian confessional syllabus, leaving the decision of 

which syllabus to use to the discretion of each school (Matemba 2009, 47). Since 1994, religion 

education in Malawi mediates relations between the majority Christian and minority Muslim 

communities. The existence of a confessional syllabus in modern schools points to the history of 

Christian missionary schooling and to ongoing theological education in public schools. 

Malawians have mostly opted to continue confessional education for reasons ranging from the 

lack of alternative course materials to the perceived unsuitability of religions other than 

Christianity (Matemba 2009, 48). Schools opting for multi-religion education were mostly in 
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regions with significant Muslim populations (Matemba 2009, 48), demonstrating that areas of 

greater religious plurality challenge predominately Christian education. Given the struggle for 

inclusion by diverse religious groups in Malawi, religion education is a zone of moral 

contestation for minority communities in the national educational system.  

Fumanti (2006, 90) similarly acknowledges the legacy of Christian missions in Namibian 

schools. While some scholars claim that missionary schools in apartheid Namibia helped 

perpetuate racial inequalities, Fumanti (2006, 90) argues that this perception overlooks the 

diversity of Christian responses. Many churches and church leaders helped develop the current 

national education curriculum that aims to combat inequities, provide quality education to 

students, and positively alter the moral consciousness of individuals (Fumanti 2006, 90–1). 

Fumanti asserts that many Christian missionary churches enabled post-apartheid education to 

emerge as a civic priority and as one of the central political and cultural battlegrounds focused on 

generating change and equality among Namibians of diverse backgrounds (Fumanti 2006, 85, 

90). Yet, racial inequality persists in Namibia, with some schools remaining segregated (Fumanti 

2006, 91). The themes of morality, peace in diversity, and citizenship are evident in each of the 

educational objectives described above, indicating that education can be neither neutral nor 

impartial (Stambach 2006, 10).  

While Fumanti never explicitly addresses religion education in Namibia, a clear 

connection links apartheid missionary schools and the present national education. According to 

Fumanti (2006, 90), the history of Christian missionary activity and Western influence has meant 

that religion permeated the national education system. Religion and education are impossible to 

separate, melding into a form of civil religion (Fumanti 2006, 87). Fumanti (2006, 85, 102) 

argues that education assumes a sacred, almost other-worldly aura at the inaugurations of new 
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educational facilities, emotional graduation ceremonies, the ritualistic display of educational 

diplomas and certificates in homes and offices, and the popular discourse of self-sacrifice and 

liberation associated with educational success.  

Fumanti’s positive evaluation of education as a battleground for generating change and 

equity in Namibia, however, has its detractors. Nekhwevha (1999, 502–3) contends that the 

curricula advanced after Southern African nations regained control of their education systems 

conflict with African thought and practice and ultimately fail to advance communities 

economically or culturally. Instead, he argues that education in countries such as Namibia and 

South Africa reflect Western educational models that reproduce existing class relations 

(Nekhwevha 1999, 501). Moreover, problems surrounding education, such as high drop-out rates 

and unemployment, are “partly caused by an irrelevant Western-based curriculum” (Nekhwevha 

1999, 502). Nekhewevha (1999, 502) contends that contemporary education in Southern Africa 

mirrors apartheid educational models resulting in the continued loss of African cultural identity 

under the guise of “modernization.” Because schooling in Namibia and South Africa follows 

Western models, Nekhewevha shows that it is not impartial. While his assessment challenges the 

supposed outcomes of pedagogy as morale boosting, citizenship-enhancing, and peace-fostering, 

he never denies that education in Namibia and South Africa intends these outcomes.  

In some cases, as in Zambia and Zimbabwe, education has openly aimed to create 

citizens attuned to Christian ideals (Carmody 2003; Ndolovu 2014), reflecting the persistence of 

Christian missionary influence in schools. As described above, the Zambian religion syllabus 

includes several religious traditions but emphasizes Christianity (Carmody 2003, 148). 

Zimbabwean curricula, meanwhile, do not require education about any religious traditions other 

than Christianity and require that teachers provide Christian confessional education (Ndlovu 



77 

2014, 174–5). In other nations, like Malawi and Namibia, the connection between religion 

education and Christianity is muted and contested but still present, though in conversation with 

other religious traditions (Matemba 2009; Nekhwevha 1999; Fumanti 2006). Because Malawian 

schools may choose between a multi-religion syllabus and a Christian confessional syllabus 

(Matemba 2009, 47), the link between Christian missionary education and contemporary 

education is subtle. However, the link remains significant because the majority of schools opt for 

Christian confessional instruction (Matemba 2009, 48). Furthermore, because areas with greater 

religious diversity commonly choose to teach multi-religion classes instead of Christian 

confessional classes (Matemba 2009, 48), religion education is in dialogue with the preferences 

of adherents of diverse religious traditions. Fumanti (2006, 87), nonetheless, argues that 

schooling is irrevocably linked with Christianity and that education is itself a form of civil 

religion. Because Namibian education is not overtly religious in character, the link between 

missionary approaches to education and contemporary schooling is obscure. Yet, for Fumanti 

(2006, 87–9), the link between religion and education is apparent because schools are for all 

practical purposes indistinguishable from Christianity because of their colonial pairing. 

In all of the nations reviewed in this thesis, save South Africa and Botswana, the time 

devoted to teaching Christianity is greater than for other religions, indicating a clear 

predisposition to Christianity. In Botswana and South Africa, religion education is now 

theoretically independent of the history of Christian confessional education (Matemba 2005; 

Davies 2007; Chidester 2006). Botswana and South Africa, however, like Zambia, Zimbabwe, 

Malawi, and Namibia, view religion education as a means to teach morality and citizenship to 

their citizens. While the preferred morality that religion education promotes in Zambia, 

Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Namibia derives from Christianity, the form that religion education 
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promotes in Botswana and South Africa is that of positive tolerance. Thus, religion education 

may constitute a civil religion (Bellah and Hammond 1980; Bellah 1967) and threaten the 

religious rights of students by advancing pluralism and secularism (Potgieter 2011; Van der Walt 

2011; Du Plessis 2001; Kumar 2006). As previously discussed, teaching religion in state schools 

for the purposes of inculcating good citizenship and public morality likely derives from the 

interconnected histories of religion and education in Southern Africa (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 

233), which shaped national education policies in Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, 

Namibia, and South Africa, as the structures of their educational polices and teaching practices 

derive from Western models propagated by Christian missionaries (Nekhwevha 1999). Because 

high percentages of the populations of Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Namibia, and 

South Africa identify as Christian, any hard divisions between secular and religious education 

prove imaginary, as teachers’ religious identities influence their professional identities (White 

2009, 859) and the practice of teaching is easily construed as preaching (Stambach 2006, 10). 

Even in instances where religion education has become more balanced in representing faiths 

other than Christianity, as in Botswana and South Africa, it continues a history of foreign, 

colonial, Christian missionary schooling. Given that promoting a civil religion of positive 

tolerance in religion classrooms may create new religious inequalities by infringing on students’ 

religious rights, it is worth considering a few alternatives to multi-religion education that may 

still promote civic unity and interreligious tolerance.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND POTENTIAL PROPOSALS FOR CHANGES IN 

SOUTH AFRICAN RELIGION EDUCATION  

This chapter concludes this study by reviewing the problems facing South African state 

religion education and briefly exploring some possible solutions. Teaching religion in South 

African schools proves complicated for a variety of reasons. For instance, the practice of 

teaching religion upsets the simplistic binaries often applied to religion and education, with 

“religion” being associated with the concept of “tradition” and education with “modernity” and 

“secularism” (Stambach 2010b, 304; Asad 2003, 201). While religion and education often appear 

as opposites, South Africa’s history of Christian confessional education, introduced by 

missionaries and continued through CNE under apartheid, proves that the “secular” and 

“religious” have long existed side by side. However, the link between religion and education is 

less clear in post-apartheid South Africa, which prohibits religious instruction in schools. While 

the 2003 Policy distinguishes between religion education and religious instruction, it nonetheless 

leaves space for religious influences by allowing religious observances in schools (Department 

of Education 2003, 21–3). If the “religious” and the “secular” are subject to constant re-creation, 

it is not possible to demarcate them as wholly stable, distinct categories (Asad 2003, 193, 201). 

Moreover, if any discussion about religion and education in South Africa is connected to 

Christianity (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412), then recognizing the fluid character of each 

only begins to address the pedagogical challenges associated with teaching diverse religions.  

Western-style religion education in Southern Africa derives from the legacy of colonial 

Christian missionary schools. This paradox is particularly problematic for the study of AIRs 

since colonial understandings of religion dictated the existence of the category (Chidester 196, 
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219; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 400). If the category of AIRs is a product of colonialism 

(Chidester 2004, 72), then including the category in multi-religion curricula reflects the 

difficulty, and perhaps impossibility, of discussing the category in non-Western terms, 

highlighting the degree to which the category remains a construct invented by the colonial 

encounter. Beyond the epistemological interconnections of religion and education in South 

Africa and the colonial invention of AIRs, religious inclinations permeate the practice of 

teaching (White 2009, 858–9; Stambach 2006, 10), further confounding alleged distinctions 

between religion and education. Because most South Africans identify as Christian (Mitchell 

2002, 23–4; Du Plessis 2013, 325) and because the legacy of CNE lives on in the lives of many 

in-service teachers (Steyn 2003, 109), religion education continues the history of discrimination 

against AIRs and privileges Christianity, even as it ostensibly combats these same religious 

inequalities.  

While these concerns highlight the challenge of providing multi-religion education in 

South Africa, they fail to vitiate the usefulness of attempting to teach multi-religion courses. 

Across the globe, debate about “whether religion should be incorporated into public schools is 

giving way to acknowledging the need to address religion to promote a diversity of thought and 

the ability to participate in a diverse democracy” (White 2009, 859). Roux (2007, 477) argues 

that the prospect of teaching religion simply requires additional understanding of one’s own 

religious background, professional duties, and position in respect to the religious tradition to be 

taught. While admitting that religious identities impact professional identities, contradicting the 

often assumed neutrality of curricula, White (2009, 860) presents multiculturalism as a model 

that “promotes self-knowledge over discrimination” (White 2009, 860). Thus, increasing 

teachers’ knowledge of their own religious biases may improve the quality of religion education 
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in South Africa. In what follows, I review the prospects of human rights-based academic religion 

education (Bird et al. 2016), confessional pluralism (Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter 

2010), student expression through the arts, (Hogan 2015), and student-directed religious 

storytelling (Haitch and Miller 2006) as additional strategies for addressing the challenges of 

teaching religion in South African schools. While each of these proposals likely align with White 

(2009) and Roux’s (2007) recommendation for increasing teachers’ knowledge about their own 

religious preconceptions, the proposals each present unique strategies that could help address 

challenges in religion education.   

First, Bird, Twiss, Pederson, Miller, and Grelle (2016) present human rights-based 

academic religion education as a movement in the field of global ethics directed at addressing 

how people can learn to live together in spite of fundamental cultural and religious differences. 

The developing global framework regarding acceptable standards of religious studies in public 

schools affirms individual religious freedom, human rights, and the respect for diverse beliefs 

(Bird et al. 2016, 313). This emerging approach “is rooted in the conviction that more knowledge 

about the world’s religions and beliefs will help to promote respect for human rights, mutual 

understanding, tolerance, and social cohesion” (Bird et al. 2016, 314). Because positive tolerance 

requires “a commitment to a set of virtues associated with the idea of strong, active respect for 

those of whom one disapproves” (Little 2015, 154), the human rights-based academic approach 

to religion education subtly differs from the 2003 Policy. While the Policy directly aims to teach 

students to respect diversity, tolerate one another, and decrease prejudices (Department of 

Education of South Africa 2003, 10), the human rights-based academic approach views these 

qualities as the likely results of increasing academic knowledge about religions. According to the 

authors, current research shows that academic religion education has increased knowledge of 
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other religions, as well as interreligious tolerance and respect for human rights (Bird et al. 2016, 

324). However, they recognize that a number of problems arise in religion classrooms, including 

“a tendency to overstate similarities between religions, to downplay the diversity that exists 

within religions, and to avoid controversial topics” (Bird et al. 2016, 323). In addition, “Little 

attention is paid to the relation between religion and power in society nor the ways that race, 

class, gender, and other factors influence how some religious beliefs and expressions become 

culturally and politically prominent, while others become culturally and politically marginalized” 

(Bird et al. 2016, 323). Although these issues are potential pedagogical shortcomings of teaching 

religion, they do not undermine its potential benefits. In spite of the pedagogical hurdles that 

remain, human rights-based academic religion education maintains its position as a potential 

conduit for increasing interreligious tolerance, creating a culture of human rights, and 

encouraging civic unity without infringing on students’ religious rights by explicitly promoting 

positive tolerance.  

Second, Wolhuter, Van der Walt, and Potgieter (2010) argue that by asserting that a 

humanistic approach to studying religion will unify South Africa, national education policy is at 

odds with individual religious convictions as protected by the 1996 Constitution. As a result, the 

2003 Policy “effectively engineers a pedagogy of religious essentialism and the subsequent 

reemergence of cultural and spiritual intolerance” (Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter 2010, 

44). Tolerance, the authors contend, is better sought through interreligious dialogue, allowing for 

confessional pluralism and “connecting with others on a deep spiritual level that transcends all 

the other more superficial religious cultic, ritual and dogmatic layers” (Potgieter, Van der Walt, 

and Wolhuter 2010, 39). In other words, Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter (2010) envision 

religion classrooms as sites where students can meaningfully engage with one another in 
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interreligious and confessional dialogue on their own terms without state interference. Although 

the Policy does not address whether students may engage in confessional religious dialogue in 

classrooms (Department of Education of South Africa 2003), an approach to religion education 

centering on confessional religious dialogue transcends positive tolerance and defends students’ 

religious rights. 

Finally, although not addressing South Africa in particular, Haitch and Miller (2006) 

argue that storytelling among Christians is a form of peace education that can help craft a culture 

of human rights across Africa. Sharing stories is neither the whole of education nor a cure to 

violence, but it is a valuable means of knowing others, voicing truths, and nurturing harmony 

between peoples (Haitch and Miller 2006, 400). What remains to be seen in future research, 

according to the authors, is how forms of Christianity which violate human rights and how 

peaceful or non-peaceful religious traditions other than Christianity might use storytelling to 

learn peace (Haitch and Miller 2006, 400). Regardless, the authors maintain that “these issues 

complicate, but do not negate, the value of storytelling in learning peace” (Haitch and Miller 

2006, 401). In a similar vein, Hogan (2015) argues that giving voice through the arts to those 

who have suffered human rights abuses is a key means to combat silence and promote human 

rights. Hogan posits that the transformative power of the arts lies in their ability to tell 

individuals’ stories and is therefore “our best chance of creating a durable culture of human 

rights” (Hogan 2015, 199). With regard to South African religion classrooms, storytelling and 

artistic expression could serve as ways for students to engage in self-expression, develop an 

understanding of diverse religions, and empathize with practitioners of religions other than their 

own.  
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If methods of human rights-based academic religion education (Bird et al. 2016), 

confessional religious pluralism (Potgieter, Van der Walt, and Wolhuter 2010), artistic 

expression (Hogan 2015), storytelling (Haitch and Miller 2006), and increased awareness of 

personal biases (White 2009; Roux 2007) aid in building a culture of human rights and 

interreligious dialogue, then such approaches to religion education may benefit religion 

classrooms. These methods may both represent diverse religious traditions and strike a realistic 

balance between the goals of protecting religious rights and instructing students in religious 

diversity. Of course, this brief overview of proposals for change in religion education fails to 

fully address what religion classrooms might look like in South African schools, how a teacher 

might facilitate such methods in a classroom if uncomfortable teaching religions other than his or 

her own, or how teaching religion may go wrong in classroom contexts. Only further research 

can respond to these important and difficult concerns to determine how religion education can 

both cultivate passive tolerance and fully respect students’ and parents’ religious rights.  

Throughout Southern Africa, religion education is neither impartial nor neutral. It is a 

moral project in dialogue with the state, diverse religions, and educational institutions. Religion 

education across Southern Africa assists in nation-building through the creation of citizens loyal 

to their respective post-colonial states. In other words, the teaching of religions other than 

Christianity in predominately Christian-populated nations offers a way of fostering peace 

between diverse peoples living within the same national boundaries. In these instances, education 

transcends mere classroom learning and takes on reverent, spiritual qualities suggestive of civil 

religion (Fumanti 2006, 87, 102; Bellah and Hammond 1980, 161, 191). Above all, religion 

education in Southern Africa emerged as a means of accepting religious diversity in the post-

colonial era (Chidester 2006; 2008). Because the South African model for multi-religion 
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education employs Western world religions frameworks that reflect Christianity (Masuzawa 

2005, 3) and because Christianity and education share intertwined histories in South Africa 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1997, 412), diverse religions are often taught in ways that parallel 

Christianity (Nogueira-Godsey 2016). In sum, while religion education in Southern Africa 

reflects the history of colonialism and Christian missionary success in its favoring of 

Christianity, it no longer primarily seeks to create Christian converts. Instead, it adopts and 

applies tenants of secularism and pluralism with the hopes of teaching morality, citizenship, and 

human rights in various contexts.  

Religion education in South Africa, in particular, from the period of missionary-led 

schooling to apartheid-era classrooms to contemporary state classrooms, has a complex and 

multifaceted history. CNE had profound implications. It helped sustain discriminatory 

assumptions that maintained the system of apartheid. Furthermore, CNE made Christianity the 

default religion of all South Africans by promoting Christian confessionalism and triumphalism 

in classrooms (Chidester 2002, 93), denigrating all other religions and enforcing a separation 

between peoples of different ethnicities and religions. Moreover, the apartheid government 

banned practitioners of AIRs from enrolling in schools (Mndende 1999, 145–46). By excluding 

non-Christians from national education, schools upheld a status quo of racial and religious 

discrimination. Although CNE derived from the espousal of Christian ideals, we know little 

about the practical teaching of religion in its classrooms. While some teachers were likely 

effective in creating Christian converts and teaching Biblical knowledge, some evidence suggests 

that they had little interest in teaching religion in schools at all (Brodie 2013, 171). The change 

in policy from a Bible-centered CNE to secular schools with multi-religion courses did not 

automatically bring about the changes in attitudes and perceptions that policy makers intended.  
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As an examination of religion classrooms and education policy in contemporary South 

African schools, this thesis has argued that post-apartheid religion education simultaneously 

resists, maintains, and generates new religious inequalities. While the 2003 Policy emerged in 

opposition to apartheid, few measures ensure religion classrooms achieve the Policy’s goals and 

that the religious rights of parents and students are fully protected. Instead, the government 

problematically assumes that the Policy is enough to put an end to religious inequalities in South 

Africa (Van Deventer 2009), giving too much responsibility to educators who frequently lack the 

knowledge and skills necessary to teach religion (Noguiera-Godsey 2016, 233; Ntho-Ntho and 

Nieuwenhuis 2015, 10). Furthermore, the government fails to acknowledge that some teachers 

employ a neo-confessional approach to religion education (Nogueira-Godsey 2016, 231–2) and 

subvert or ignore the Policy (Van der Walt 2011, 389; Chidester 2003b, 27). The government’s 

uneven implementation of the Policy continues to marginalize religion in the curriculum, 

provides insufficient training for educators, and sustains an implicit state preference for 

Christianity. Van der Walt (2011, 383) suggests that the state suspiciously ignores the reality of 

ongoing Christian confessional instruction in schools, indicating that the government’s 

negligence may be more than incidental. In any case, biases in favor of teaching only 

Christianity in schools remain even after the promulgation of the Policy, as have biases in 

opposition to the teaching of AIRs. Religion education as it exists today, nonetheless, aims to 

subvert racism and religious oppression by revising apartheid-era interpretations of Christianity 

which exclude practitioners of AIRs from full citizenship.  

Under CNE, Christian schooling appeared necessary to produce moral citizens. The 

decision to incorporate religion education in schools after apartheid similarly reflects the worth 

and significance the government attributes to religion. Instead of enforcing a separation between 
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religion and state, South Africa has embraced religion education in order to instill national values 

in students (Du Plessis 2013, 326; Mawdsley, Cumming, and De Waal 2008, 85). Although the 

2003 Policy ostensibly opposes the previous system of CNE, significant divergences between 

policy and classroom realities exist. If religion education helps create peace between individuals 

of different religions in a context historically characterized by divisions, then considerably more 

remains to be done to train teachers to teach religion fairly and effectively in public schools, to 

recognize the close connections between religion and education, to secure the religious rights of 

students and parents, to address the possibility that individual teachers may subvert the new 

policy, and to critically consider whether allocating only 0.5 percent of classroom instruction 

time to teaching religion is effective in meeting the goals of the new policy. Without such 

changes, South Africa’s 2003 Policy is mere optimistic rhetoric, lacking real commitment to 

transforming religious inequalities.  
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