BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY OF RELIGION (DURBAN SITE) 

1960-1997 

The University of Durban-Westville started out as ‘The University College, Durban’ 

in 1960 under the apartheid legislation of the Extension of Universities Education Act 

of 1959. Ten years later, it became the ‘University of Durban-Westville’, with Durban 

signifying the university’s relationship with the Indian community who primarily 

resided in the Durban region, and Westville, the suburb where the university was 

situated. Despite many justifications and rejections of the notion of an ‘Indian’ 

university, through decisions by its Senate and Council in 1985, it became a ‘South 

African university’ in the face of the then still dominant apartheid regime.  

In terms of its focus on the study of Indian culture, the university, throughout its 

history, played an important role in furthering the study of Indian/ Asian cultural and 

religious studies. In their book,  Challenge to a South African University: The 

University of Durban-Westville (1981)
 Oosthuizen, Clifford-Vaughan, Behr and 

Rauche (eds.) critically reflect on many aspects of the history of this institution but 

are also appreciative of especially the significance it played with regard to the 

religious and cultural formations it served.  

Firstly, in 1964 the university established a Committee on Theological Studies, 

comprising of Hindu, Muslim and Christian members (1981:130). The objective was 

that the committee should develop appropriate courses that could service the wide 

variety of faiths in the greater Durban community – e.g., students from the different 

backgrounds of ‘Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Judaism, 

Zoroastrianism, (Parsee) and a number of African traditional religions’ (1981:130). 

Another aim was to develop relevant course materials for ‘Indian schools’. In 1964, 

the university council also decided to set up a Department of Theology in the Arts 

faculty with a chair each for Christianity, Hinduism and Islam. This decision, 

however, had its own dynamics as will be evident from the following points.  

Secondly, in 1965 the University College founded a Department of Oriental Studies 

aimed at focusing its teaching and learning as well as its research on ‘the most 

significant elements of the political and cultural history of India, the Islamic world 

and the Far East’. As part of this dynamic, Departments of Sanskrit and Arabic were 

founded, and a ‘full degree course in Indian Philosophy’ was offered from 1971 – in 

Indology and Sanskrit. A Department of Islamic Studies was founded in 1974 

(1981:124) – as a consequence of strong motivation by Professor Ismail al-Faruqi of

Temple University (USA) after his visit to South Africa in 1971 - with the subject 

being introduced in schools in 1979 (1981: 131).  

Introduced in 1967, the subject of Comparative Religion was offered and transformed 

into a Department of Science of Religion in 1971 (1981:132). Despite much criticism 

during the 1970s, a Department of Hindu Studies was finally established in 1981 

(1981: 125). Significantly, in 1981, the University of Durban-Westville was the only 

university outside India that offered courses in a bouquet of Gujurati, Hindi, Tamil,

Telugu, Urdu, Persian and Cantonese (1981:128). Due to these developments, the 

single tripartite Department of Theology did not come into being, but a Faculty of 

Christian Theology was established in the early 1980s in addition to these other 

departments. It serviced students from a wide variety of denominational backgrounds, 

viz., Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Reformed, and Roman 

Catholic. 

This situation prevailed during the 1980s with major changes – including the closing 

of the departments of Indian Languages and Indian Philosophy – occurring during 

1997-1999. 

1997-2003 

In 1997, the University of Durban-Westville decided to dissolve its Faculty of 

Theology and the three Departments of Science of Religion, Hinduism, and Islamic 

Studies. This decision was based on two main rationales. The first was that the 

Faculty and the different departments were not viable financially. The second was 

that, given South Africa’s new dispensation, the existing state of affairs did not allow 

for the equal and comparative study of the southern African religions, but especially 

in the greater Durban region, which is characterised by its plurality of religions and 

cultures.   

The initial proposal was to establish a School of Religious Studies. Preliminary 

discussions involved the departments of Science of Religion, Islamic Studies and 

Hindu Studies and Indian Philosophy. The faculty of Theology, though invited to 

participate in the discussions, declined at that stage. Eventually, in 1999 all the staff 

members belonging to these departments and faculty were located in a Centre for 

Religion and Culture as an interim measure.  

The Centre continued and phased out the older systems of the above-mentioned 

Faculty and departments. This important decision also impacted on the offering of 

Biblical Studies that was housed in the Faculty of Theology at the time. This subject 

was to be phased out and discontinued due to the fact that a very large number of 

students were graduating with Biblical Studies as major in the BA programme, and 

then experienced a dearth of job opportunities. This decision was also due to the fact 

that the country as a whole – but also at local level – had decided to focus its tertiary 

education investment on the training and preparation of students for viable career 

prospects. 

Given the challenges and legacies related to colonial and apartheid underdevelopment 

and mis-education, the members of the Centre for Religion and Culture conceived 

three programmes of study. The undergraduate programme was planned to service

students from other departments and Faculties interested in the study of Religion, as 

well as students wishing to major in this field. As such, the Centre developed modules 

aimed at meeting the needs of prospective students from Psychology, Law, 

Anthropology, History and Heritage Tourism amongst others. It also developed a 

wide variety of modules that could adequately educate, prepare, and en-skill students 

for a variety of activities and opportunities in religious organisations. Due to the very 

relevant but also integrated cultural scope of the programme, it was labelled the 

Programme of ‘Religion and Culture’.  

During 1999 the Centre also developed two postgraduate programmes, namely the 

Programmes of ‘Religion and Social Transformation’ and ‘Religion Education’. Both 

these programmes contain general modules on research methodology and theory in 

the study of Religion, but also provide a multi-religious focus in which students may 

engage their own particular religion or the religion in which they wish to specialise. 

The aim of the first is to cater for the academic needs of religious leaders and 

practitioners such as pastors, imams and priests, while that of the second is for 

educators and teachers. Given the legacy of the government-sanctioned priority of 

Christianity in South and southern Africa, this is a welcome incentive, because it 

opens perspectives on the multi- religious, multi-cultural and generally plural 

constitution of the local, regional, national and sub-continental civil society. The 

programme in Religion Education also further contributes towards this reality by 

allowing for a more informed focusing on the teaching, learning and tutoring of 

religious people in a multi- and inter-religious way. 

The original proposal was to establish a School of Religion and Social Transformation 

which would have included two institutes: Institute for Constructive Theology and 

Institute for Comparative Religion. This did not materialise and instead the School of 

Religion and Culture was founded in 1999. It started the postgraduate Programme in 

Religion and Social Transformation in 2000, and continued to service pipeline 

students from the Faculty and the three departments until 2003. 

During the 1997 – 2003 periods, these developments also impacted on staffing. With 

the closure of the faculty and the three departments, as well as the founding of the 

new School of Religion and Culture the new School in effect lost eleven posts ranging 

from Associate Lecturer level to Senior Professor.   

2003 -2007  

Following these developments, the Department of Education in South Africa 

announced that some tertiary institutions in South Africa would be merged. This 

became public knowledge on 9 December 2002. In the province of KwaZulu Natal, it 

was decided that the former University of Durban-Westville and Natal University 

would merge. The merger process was to take three years – 2004-2006. The local 

tertiary education merger meetings started to take place in earnest in the latter part of 

2004.  

The prospective merger between the Universities of Durban-Westville and Natal led 

to talks between the School of Religion and Culture (UDW, Durban) and the School 

of Theology (UN, Pietermaritzburg). The decision was made to constitute a new 

school – the School of Religion and Theology – in the newly established University of

KwaZulu-Natal. In this new dispensation, the former two Schools retained their 

existing programmes with the Pietermaritzburg site mainly offering programmes in 

Theology and the Durban site offering the three programmes mentioned above – the 

undergraduate programme in Religion and Culture, and the two postgraduate 

programmes, Religion and Social Transformation, and Religion Education.  

Apart from decisions that impacted on this dynamics, another major decision by the 

new university was to constitute the Faculty of Humanities, Development and Social 

Sciences, located at the Howard College (HC) campus in Durban, and at the 

Pietermaritzburg campus. This meant the closing down of Humanities offerings at the 

Westville UDW campus and the relocation of staff to the HC campus. In terms of 

phasing out and phasing in strategies, the School initiated its new first level modules 

at Howard College in 2004, while also continuing to service pipeline students in the 

undergraduate and postgraduate programmes at the Westville campus. It finally closed 

down its operations at the Westville campus at the end of 2006. Since 2007, all 

Programme offerings in Religion at the Durban site, are at Howard College. The 

Religion and Theology library of the Westville UDW was also relocated to Howard 

College during the period of November 2006 – June 2007. At present, staff members 

at Howard College are still housed in temporary offices in Hut 7.  

BACKGROUND TO THE  STUDY OF  RELIGION AND  THEOLOGY 

(PIETERMARITZBURG SITE) 

1950-1997

There has been a theological presence on the Pietermaritzburg campus of University 

of KwaZulu-Natal since the early 1950s when the Department of Divinity was 

launched, partly in response to church requests for teachers to be trained in Biblical 

Studies and Religious Instruction, with Prof Robert Craig as Head. It took its classic 

form, however, under the headship of Prof Alfred Rooks, during whose time Biblical 

Studies and Theology (as the courses were then called) attracted increasing numbers 

of students.  

Since its inception the Department of Divinity had natural personal connections with 

the CUC
 churches. As early as 1974, the Lutheran Church in South Africa, looking 

for a university training venue for its ministerial candidates, had seconded Dr Gunther 

Wittenberg to the Department of Divinity to supplement its teaching.  

The next Head of Divinity was Prof Victor Bredenkamp (1976-1988). As early as 

1980, the focus of the Theology courses was already changing to reflect a so-called 

phenomenological interest in the major world religions. The Department was renamed 

the Department of Religious Studies in 1983 and in 1984, all the ‘Theology’ courses 

were renamed ‘Religious Studies’. In the meanwhile, the Biblical Studies courses 

continued to flourish. In response to a request from the Lutheran Church, a Bachelor

of Theology degree was formally launched in 1985 (A number of Lutheran students 

and two lecturers had been present since 1973).  

During Victor Bredenkamp’s headship, a Theological Studies programme grew up 

within the department of Religious Studies (this programme included Gunther 

Wittenberg, Jonathan Draper, and Jim Cochrane). In 1988, it was decided to create a 

new and separate department, the Department of Theological Studies (later renamed 

‘School of Theology’). From the outset, this operation was characterised by strongly 

ecumenical and contextual initiatives.    

In 1990 the Pietermaritzburg Cluster of Theological Institutions (PCTI) was 

established, formally linking the University with Fedsem, St Joseph’s Theological 

Institute, and later Evangelical Seminary in South Africa.  While at many other 

universities in the 1990s, theology was closed down or relegated to junior partnership 

with other disciplines, theology at Natal was promoted to full School status in 1998. 

Under Professor Martin Prozesky’s headship (1989-1994), the focus changed still 

further, to reflect a study which is not merely phenomenological but which asks 

critical questions, including questions about the social and political role of religions, 

especially in the South African context. The emphasis became more contextual and 

less historical, though both aspects still receive attention. The philosophy of religion 

also received significant attention. In 1994, Professor Ronald Nicolson took over from 

Martin Prozesky as Head of Department.  

1997-2007   

In 1997 and 1998, Religious Studies was still a separate Department (with Patrick 

Maxwell as Acting Head). During the years 1999-2004, Religious Studies was one of 

the ‘disciplines’ in the School of Human and Social Studies (the two Religious 

Studies staff members were Tahir Sitoto and Patrick Maxwell). At the beginning of 

2005 academic year, Religious Studies became part of the School of Religion and 

Theology (SoRaT).  

During the years 1997 and onward, the School of Theology consolidated its position as a 

key theological institution in South Africa, with a network of links with churches and 

other institutions both locally and internationally. In particular, it became a centre for 

postgraduate students from all over Africa. It became an institution designated for the 

recipients of bursaries for a wide variety of international partnership programmes, 

such as Christian Aid, Church of Sweden Mission, Norwegian Church Aid, the 

Lutheran World Federation, Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, United Society 

for the Propagation of the Gospel, Church Mission Society, and latterly the John Stott 

Trust and Christian International Scholarship Foundation. Non-racial and inter-

denominational from the start, the School has a broad diversity of students from a 

range of countries and churches. 

� Oosthuizen, G. C., A. A. Clifford-Vaughan, A. L. Behr and G. A. Rauche (eds.) Challenge to a South African University: The University of Durban-Westville, Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 1981. [All quotations in this section are from this source]





� Church Unity Commission: i.e., Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian, Congregationalist Churches of SA who signed a “covenant to seek for unity” in 1974. 








