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_Abstract

This thesis examines the Historical Critical method and its opponent Decor_lstruction inrelation
to the Logos tradition from the perspective of Orality-Literacy Studies. The resultant paradigm
seeks to revise the logical procedures underlying the Historical Critical method and
Deconstruction, so as to approximate the media realities that underlie the Logos tradition and its

power for resistance.

The first part of the thesis undertakes a detailed historical critical analysis of the Logos
tradition and the proposed religious influences in the Gospel of John. The Historical Critical
Method of the Logos has focused exclusively on written text, i.e.Words committed to
chirographic space. vThis analysis 1s followed by a critical analysis of the Logos-Hymn, which
is followed by an indepth exegetical study of John’s Prologue (1:1-18) in locating the form and
character of the Logos-Hymn. The Logos tradition will serve as bedrock in understanding the
polemic in Chapters five and six and its relationship to John’s Prologue (1:1-18) in the Gospel

of John and that of primarily' oral communities prior the 1994 democratic era in South Africa.

The second part of the study will focus on Derrida’s Deconstruction — critique of the
metaphysics of presence against the Logos which presents as a leading case for Logocentrism.
Deconstruction should be seen as a series of recent displacements among philosophy, literary

criticism and  Biblical studies. Current reaction to Derrida in philosophy and literary criticism

!, ‘Primarily” is used to denote those communities which do have contact with literacy, but prefer to
use the oral mode as primary mode of communication
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includes enthusiastic acceptance but also hostility and rejection from academic humanists who
perceive him as a threat to their metaphysical assumptions. Reaction from Biblical scholars
could be similarly negative, although most of Derrida’s writings should-stimulate them to a
healthy rethinking of their positions. Derrida’s insistence that meaning 1is an affair of
language’s systems of difference “without positive terms” and his proposition that writing is
prior to speech are two main elements in his attack on the foundations of Western metaphysics
and its ‘logocentric’ convictions that we can experience meaning in ‘presences’ removed from

the play of differential systems (Schneidau 1982:5).

Derrida repudiates the classical /ogos behind this assumption but also the Christian Logos, yet
the Biblical insistence on our understanding of ourselves in relation to a historical past, rather
than in terms of a static cosmic system, breaks with the tendencies of logocentrism and allows
us to align Derrida and the Bible. This radical way of appropriating history, without the
possibility of reifications of various sorts, should lead Biblical scholars further into
kerygmatic reflection. Derrida’s deconstruction demonstrates the dubious status of ordinary
language, literal meaning, and common sense thinking and invites us to see the illusory
metaphysics behind the written text, a metaphysics that some Biblical structuralists seem to
accept uncritically. It is these metaphysical analyses of the Word that unravel the binary
opposition between the spoken Logos and that of the written text and its relation to meaning

and representation in the reality of primarily oral cultures.

The third part of the thesis will focus the attention on tradition perceived as transmissional

processes towards a means of communication in primarily oral cultures. In the place of the
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Historical Critical Method and Deconstruction hermeneutics of the Logos tradition, an oral
thesis is developed which will focus on an Anthropology of Liberation. The Logos can be seen
as a liberating force for primarily oral communities against the falsely constructed realities of
the written text in our South African context. The written text has played a major role in the

social engineering of segregation and social boundaries by the Apartheid government in South

Africa.

It is suggested that Orality-Literacy research is an appropriately inclusive metaphor in
understanding the Logos as a collective memory for primarily oral cultures shared by hearer
and speaker alike. Orality-literacy helps us to understand the literary dynamics between
speech and writing and to dialogue with the history of the ‘Other’ or those from the
‘otherside,’the marginalized and the dispossesed. Finally this thesis suggest that the discourse

of the “‘Other’ is able to produce meaning and representation in the construction of knowledge,

and is a discourse that is shared by hearer and speaker alike.
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CHAPTER ONE

1. Introduction:

I have to a large degree undertaken this study because of my interest in working with
marginalised communities and many years’ service as a parish minister in the Church of the
Nazarene. I believe the Logos in the Gospel of John provides us with profound insight into the
oral discourse of the Galilean peasant community of First century Palestine, and that this has
implications for understanding the discourse of the ‘Other’ in primarily oral communities of

South Africa today.

In this thesis I will examine the significance of the Logos philosophically and theologically as
it is used in the Gospel of John to articulate the oral formulae of the spoken Word by Jesus. The
Galilean peasant community praises God for the manifestation of the Word in human flesh
(sarx) which spells a hermeneutical turning point, separating the time of concealment from the
time of remembrance. Remembrance is more fully accomplished with the production of the
written text for literate communities, unlike oral communities where remembrance is through the
microscopic geste of memory. The written text sets a norm that is henceforth to be remembered:
as is the Jesus oral tradition recorded in writing by John the Evangelist and sanctioned by the
Spirit (Bultmann 1971: 576). Hopefully this will lead the reader into a fuller appreciation of the
modus operandi of the oral Word and its relation to the discourse of the ‘Other. It is also my
hope that the dialectic method of approach used in relation to literary critical analyses to the

Logos tradition will provide a tool for inquiry into other biblical metaphors that explicate the

discourse of the ‘Other.’



In The Oral and the Written Tradition, Wemer Kelber (1983) ably begins to work out the
psychodynamics of primary orality and the written text in the Gospel tradition. He explores the
implications of contemporary media research for the interpretation of the éral tradition. Kelber
achieved a definite breakthrough in breaching the oral and written divide in the biblical tradition
of the Word. The Biblical tradition is essentially seen as the product of the primary oral mentality
described by Ong (1967, 1971, 1977, 1982a), Havelock (1963, 1978, 1982), Lord (1960) and
others. Karl Barth in effect also identifies the Bible with primary orality when he says, “And so

the Bible is not an philosophical book, but the book of God’s mighty acts in a community of

faith” (1959:38).

Recent investigation of existing oral cultures and the patterns associated with media
transmissions have shown that the change in the dominant mode of communication within a
culture, particularly the transition from speech to writing, involves a major transformation of
communication styles, patterns of community, and ways of thinking. In classical Form Criticism,
the relationship between the oral and the written Gospel was understood as a linear relationship
of substantial continuity. Kelber further argues that, in the light of this more recent research, a
more appropriate picture of the Gospel tradition would emphasize the chasm that separates the
gospel in the world of writing from its original oral matrix. For Kelber in his central thesis,
“the written gospel is ill accounted for, and in fact misunderstood, as the total sum of oral rules

and drives”, as it generates a new picture of the history of the oral tradition (1983.214).

Itis generally conceded that the material of the Gospel of John was transmitted orally, that is

by word of mouth. With oral communication comes some form of oral tradition. However oral



communication did not die with the writing of the Gospels. Oral tradition is part of the fabric of
primarily oral communities. Few people would deny the fact that the introduction of writing into
a previously oral culture would bring about changes in lifestyle, worldview and perception of
knowledge. A primary oral culture is one in which writing has never been used, or possibly
even conceived and is very different from literate or chirographic cultures. What many people
do not realise, is not only do members of primarily oral communities live differently from those
of literate cultures but also that they perceived their social reality different. In oral cultures
communication requires face-to-face interaction in which both speaker and hearer must be
intimately involved in the communication process. In a literate society, however, written
communication encourages ‘linear thought,” and the separation of the ‘knower from the

known.’ Before the word is written it has to exist in an oral form.

Underneath the written construction of the Johannine tradition lies an oral tradition which
encapsulates the power relations of the spoken Logos of the Gali]eaﬁ peasant community. It is
a history of a community that supercedes the written authority of the Great Tradition or the
tradition of the Enlightenment. From 1805, the Logos in the Prologue of John may be described
as obsessional. Coleridge in his Logosophic system agreed with Joseph Priestly that the spoken
Word can be seen as an expression of an attﬁbute of God, the divine power and the intelligence
which was God. Logos is much more than a philosophical and theological system but can be

reconciled with the concrete experiences of human beings as an eternal neutral sign in the

formation of meaning (Perkins 1994:19).

The Logos as unifying system provides an intersubjectivity of communication without the loss
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of an objective reality, because the Logos is interpersonal. Both the essence and the ideal
existence of humanity is the Logos principle. Logos is both logocentric and anthropocentric. It
is the key principle through which life and reality and mind could be communicated about the

external world in which humanity finds itself (Perkins 1994:22-23).

In reading Logos in the Prologue of John’s Gospel from the perspective of Orality-Literacy a
new dimension for oral and written hermeneutics unfolds. Orality in the Gospel of John has been
taken for granted, as the written text has ‘exiled’ or ‘caged ’the spoken authority of the Word
and transformed it into traces of more written text. ‘In the beginning was the Word’ provides us
with a key principle in understanding the authority of the Word in relation to primarily oral
communities in the Johannine tradition. The Logos, the Creator and Communicator of God to
man, is the most perfect expression of the Divine Word which is light and life. The Word as
written does not diminish the importance of its audible presence (Graham 1987: 123). The Word

remains logocentric in essence.

In the Johannine tradition there is a paradigmatic shift where the logoi (written words) in the
narrative text moves to the single authority of Logos as it becomes the determiner of the
written text where as the spoken word brings meaning into existence. The spoken Word
becomes a new authority for the Johannine peasant community. Logos gives meaning to their
reality. The spoken authority of the Word becomes a mechanism of resistance against the
authority of the written Law which creates boundaries and falsely constructs the worldview

for the poor and oppressed Galilean community.

The work of Jacques Derrida should be seen as the most extreme in a series of recent
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displacements among philosophy, literary criticism and Biblical studies. In the work of
Deconstruction, Jacques Derrida launched an attack on the logocentric tradition of the West
which privileges speech over writing. For Derrida, an Algerian Jew who was raised in a
textcentric Jewish tradition, where the sign (written marks) does not point beyond itself or to
other signs but rather to each other, there is nothing outside the written text, and the construction
of meaning and representation can be seen as traces of more written text. What is clearly
noticeable is not just Derrida’s appeal to the academic community not to sustain the power of
the written text but to affirm ideology versus ideology (Enlightenment tradition of the Word
against Deconstructive anti-Logocentrism). Deconstruction can be seen as the culmination of
an elite academic tradition which is rooted in the ideology of the written text. It perpetuates

Western interpretive interest and beliefs against the discourse of ‘Other or oral communities.’

Derrida strengthens what the Enlightenment failed to achieve, and that is to free the written text
from its traditional or classical axis of Western interpretive intereét and to affirm authentic
humanism which is grounded and rooted in the power of Romanticism and Western Idealism.
For Derrida the written text has been marginalised because of the spoken authority of the Word
in Western culture and philosophy. Derrida’s binary opposition between the oral and written text

has several consequences for primarily oral cultures, where the spoken word is the primary

means of constructing social reality.

Although this is not generally accepted by oral theorist’s (e.g. Tannen, Finnegan), Ong maintains

A deeper understanding of primary orality enables us to better understand what functionally literature
human beings really are: beings whose thought processes grow out of powers as structured, directly or
indirectly, through writing. Without writing, the literate mind would not and could not think as it does,
not only when it engaged in writing but normally even when it is composing its thoughts in oral form.

More than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness (1982:78).
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The Deconstructivist attack on the Logos as a transcendental signifier, can be seen as Derrida’s
refusal to accept that there'is anything outside the construction of the written text. For Derrida,
the metaphysics of presence and Logos is inextricably linked up with the construction of
meaning and representation of the written text which is rooted in the Western tradition of Reason
or Logic. Metaphysics of presence is synonymous to ontology and its reality is ultimately
reduced to a single underlying substance. This results in a schism of thought between the
material and non-material tradition of metaphysics. The modern attack on metaphysics bégan
with the skeptical empiricism of David Hume who argued that substance, reality, mind and
causality are unexplainable. This can be seen as the bedrock of the work of Immanuel Kant who
questioned metaphysical knowledge: “in his view the ultimate nature of reality is unknowable.
It is impossible for homosapiens or man (generically) to understand the world, and

reality”’(Grolier Encyclopedia 1998:1-2).

This diametrically opposes the reasoning of Derrida who believes that the world is a written
construction of reality, an idea not only stemming from the work of Nietzche, but is also
supported by postmodern theorists. Derrida’s Logocentric critique of the Logos which is
closely linked to John (1.1), ‘In the beginning was the Word’, holds several effects for
primarily oral communities in relation to the South African setting, where we have been
colonised through the medium of the written text inter alia. The written text was a major tool
used by the Apartheid government to sustain their ideology and oppressive policies through
the power of writing. Writing was used to enforce the policies. and jurisdiction, and racial
boundaries (in terms of race, colour and cultural identity) of the British Imperialist and ihe
Dutch. Terrible atrocities have been committed and inscribed and legislated in the name of God
through the power of the written text, in order to destroy people of race and colour socially and
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economically, who were ‘Other’ than white or of European descent. An anthropological myth
was constructed by the written text, that the dominant class was a ‘Chosen people’ of a
modern day Israel and that their mission was to conscientise the ‘Other’ with the Western power
of the written /ogos. The primary function of the written text can be seen as a means of social

control to serve in the interest of the ruling literate class.

There is no end in sight to writing the lives of the historical Jesus. A phenomenon unknown
to ancient and medieval Christian piety, the life of Jesus historically comprehended, is a product
of the rise of Western Logic, and histori;:al consciousness in Western intellectual history. The
critical investigation into the life of Jesus in Western intellectual history has continued
unabated. During the past quarter of century a large, and growing, number of studies on Jesus
have appeared in the English-speaking world. These writers have confronted us with the stunning
plurality of the traits of Jesus, because each author’s written account given of the historical
Jesus was nothing short of “an academic embarrassment”: Jesus is a product of the
Enlightenment tradition. What is symptomatic is that the work of the Enlightenment cast Jesus

as an historic proponent of the most attractive humanism imaginable (Kelber 1994:145).

The Logos in John’s Gospel was not just a metaphysical construction of reality but the very re-
enactment of the spoken authority of the words of Jesus. The sayings and words of Jesus as oral
performer have been perceived by primarily oral culture as a mechanism of resistance in order
to denounce the oppressive policies and beliefs of the ruling literate oppressor. The spoken
Word of primarily oral cultures cannot be separated from a primordial reality or the essence of
the Spirit (pneuma). The appearance of the Word in human flesh (sarx) can be seen as an
anthropological breakthrough in affirming the power of speech, where reality is metaphysical

-



and primordial in essence.

Primarily oral communities remain different in the construction of meaning and representation
from that of literate societies. Primarily oral cultures in South Africa survived through the
oppressive policies and enforced laws of segregation in re-enacting the very Spirit of the Word
in the name of Jesus through the power of rituals, singings, hymns, poetry, music, storytelling
and verbal arts. There are key parallels in the political resistance of the Johannine community

during the period of Roman occupation and that of the oppressive Apartheid era.

1.1. Concerns that generated this study:

The motivation to conduct this study came as a result of my involvement in ministry as a Pastor
for the last twelve years in the Church of the Nazarene . I was born in a traditional Christian
home of a Wesleyan-Arminian persuasion where the Bible and prayer were a norm that shaped
my beliefs about the world, people and society. My mother was moré oral than literate and she
had a profound insight into the Word, which impacted on my life as a boy and that of my entire
family. She was forced to leave school at the end of standard four due to the difficult Apartheid
times. She was a woman with remarkable qualities. Her disposition was that of a true Christian.
I'used to hear my mother sing hymns to herself, and when she was all alone, I would find her

on her knees praying. In later years, this resulted in my call to full-time ministry in the Church

of the Nazarene.

Ata very young age I came to understand Wesleyan-Arminianism based on the teaching of John

and Charles Wesley which deeply touched my life. Being born in a traditionally coloured family



(as legislated by Law-de Jure) and raised in a political and social enviroment where oppression

was seen as a norm, moved me closer to the understanding of the power of the spoken Word.

Because of the Group Areas Act of 1960s, our family was removed from our home in the
beautiful suburban settlement of Wynberg, Cape Town, to a traditionally coloured community.
Forced removals had devastating consequences for individuals, families and communities.
Residential segregation was important to the ideological objectives of the apartheid government.
The uprooting of millions of people was necessary to achieve segregated cities and ethnic

homelands (Wilson and Ramphele 1989:216).

These oppressive social conditions forced me to critically review my understanding of the
power and authority of the Word, which phenomenologically constructed my worldview. It
was in these social circumstances that I developed a passion and a desire to search in me for
answers in the Word of God to interpret the struggle of the poor and. the oppressed; a struggle
that was not just political in essence but very religious and spiritual; a struggle in search for
identity and authentic humanism in the face of oppressive social structures; a cry to release the
soul from social, political and economical bondage; an identity that was constructed for me
based on the norms and perceptions of the Apartheid government which was inherently a false
construction of my social reality. There was a call inside of me to move beyond the spiritual
interpretation of the Word that was handed down to me by the former missionaries as a means
of brainwashing oral communities with Western norms and beliefs, and to seek the Word not as
orthodoxy (right way of teaching) but the Word as ortho-praxis that can be seen as a mechanism
of resistance that was used by marginalised communities to resist oppressive social structures.

The Word is never static but remains dynamic and full of power.

9.



In 1995, while working on the Gospel of John, I came across a reading of Werner Kelber on
‘Words in time, and Words in Space’ and ‘The Oral Style and the Anthropology of Geste’ by
Edgard Sienaert which unfolded a new dimension in the understanding and interpreting the
authority of the Word in relation to the interpretive interest of the Other. These readings
challenged my traditional chirographic understanding of the Word and its socio-political
implications for a local community of faith. During this time I was a parish minister of a
traditionally Zulu Church in Howick, Pietermaritzburg. The question that arose in me was :
“How do these communities remain so pro-active and positive in the midst of their socio-
economic plight of poverty and oppression?”” One morning I decided to exchange my vestments
for a pair of jeans and walk and talk with the people so that I could feel what it was like to be
part of such a community, a community torn apart by an ethical triad of pain and social division.
I wanted to experience what it was like to relate, albeit in minute measure, to extreme poverty
in these local communities. Being trained chirographically (in writing) for many years as a priest

in the Word I realized that there was a mental divide or oral and written schism in my

interpretive interest of the Word.

As I interacted with the community, the concept of Logos in John 1:1 became a reality to me:.
The incarnate presence of the spoken Word that came to dwell among a community, and behold
we have seen Him full of grace and mercy. This stimulated a change in me concerning the
power of the spoken Word and its role in creating meaning and representation in the face of
socio-economic oppression. These communities spiritually and physically re-enacted the living
Word in their oppressed situation and this resulted in the re-ordering of their oppressive social
universe where they had accepted that one day they would overcome their plight. I came to
realise that the success of the Jesus movement in Galilee was based on the spoken authority of
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the words of Jesus. The new authority in the face of the written Law was the spoken Logos that

was administered and harbored by the living Lord, orally.

This new understanding brought me into conflict with my historical or literary understanding
of the Word. The interpretive interest was different from the historical paradigm of the Western
interpretive interest of the Word to which I was used, which imprisoned the spoken authority
of the Word and turned it into traces of more written text. The spoken authority of the Word
had unravelled the unknown of my soul as I came to perceive the ‘oral power’of the Word by
Jesus the Galilean peasant which spelt a new source of authority for the Galilean peasant
community. The Jesus ministry was dominated by the oppression of the Roman Empire, but His
words (logia) spelt life and death to the hearer in the Johannine community whereas the scribal
community (Pharisees-rulers of the Law) associated His words with that of Satan (diabolos).
The oral power of Logos confronted the ideology of the written text as it called for the
restoration of the Imago Dei (image of God in humankind) in the life of the poor and the
oppressed. Although the dominant literate class wanted to associate the wisdom (sophia) of
Jesus’ words (ipsissima vox Jesu) with that of the power of literate sages in Jerusalem, Jesus
refuted such claims as He called into account the spiritual and ethical blindness of these literate
sages who had used the written Law to shape the oppression of the poor. “In the beginning was
the Word” was not just another trace in the discourse of the dominant tradition but aray of hope
in relation to the poor Galilean community, which lacked social and economic mobility: Logos
became the liberating power against the ideology of the written text. I came to understand that
the poor and oppressed of Apartheid South Africa were similar in many ways t.o the Galilean
community of 2000 years ago, and were operating the Word as a self liberating mechanism.

This insight and understanding has inspired the thesis that follows.
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1.2. The Aim and Focus of the study:

In this theses, I aim to analyse and interpret John 1:1-18 from a number of academic and
scholarly perspectives e.g. the Historical and Form Critical analysis of the Logos Tradition,
Deconstruction, anti-logocentric critique of the Logos; Hermeneutics of Liberation-(focus on
the oral discourse of the Other) in revealing the hidden assumptions of the written text and its

social and political implication for those from the ‘Otherside’ of history.

I have done this in order to create a multi-disciplinary context in which the binary opposition
of speech and writing proposed by Derrida can be critically read and analysed from a range of
revealing perspectives. The research will examine the parallels between the oral power of Logos
in the Johannine community and that of the South African oppressive situation that was
legislated by law (de Jure), inscribed in the written text in order to create a binary opposition
between oral and written, white and black, literate and illiterate which shaped social boundaries

and which empowered racial segregation.

For the purpose of this study, the contextual sample was drawn from the South Africa socio-
political situation prior to the 1994 South African democratic social context: A country where
the power of the written text disempowered the lives of poor and the oppressed or people that
was from non-European descent. This left the poor and the oppressed with no economic and
social power but rather with the metaphysical empowerment of the Logos. The very Logos
(Word of God) that was given as a drug (opium) to conscientise marginalised communities in
their oppression became the hope of liberation and resistance. The paradox is clear: but the

poor and oppressed had no economic and political power but their re-enactment of the spiritual
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power of the Word enabled their physical, intellectual and spiritual survival in the face of the vile

atrocities and deeds committed against them by the oppressive Apartheid government.

This research aims to investigate the parallels between the Logos tradition of Western
interpretive interest and that of the South African primarily oral community. I hope to focus on
the social phenomenon of the Word and critically assess the binary opposition between speech
and writing and the social effects the written text had on the lives of primarily oral communities
in South Africa prior to the 1994 democratically elected government. The research was
conducted dialectically (thesis, anti-thesié and synthesis) from a literary critical analyses, where

Logos was seen as bedrock in affirming the metaphysics of presence in relation to the discourse

of the ‘Other.’

Deconstruction, which is an anti-logocentric approach to the Word, launches a critique against the
Western understanding of speech which is rooted in the Logos as privileged over writing. Speech
(speaker and hearer alike) in the discourse of the ‘Other’ affirms meaning and representation for the poor

and oppressed. The aims of the research are:

a To examine the theological and philosophical foundations of the concept Logos that became

flesh (sarx) in order to empower the Galilean community against the ideology of the written

Law. The written Law played an impo'rtant role in the re-ordering of the social universe of the

poor in First century Galilee.

Q To determine the oral power of the Logos through Historical and Form Criticism which will be
followed by an indepth exegesis of the Prologue of John 1:1-18. hope to show Jesus as an
oral performer in the opening verses of the Prologue of John (1:1-1 8) who takes command over

the narrative text so that his Word becomes a mechanism of resistance for the poor and oppressed
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Galilean community.

Q To determine the logocentric nature of the Logos, in relation to Jacques Derrida’s anti-
Logocentrism of the Word. Derrida’s theory of Deconstruction claims that speech is privileged

over writing. This results in a binary opposition between speech and writing.

Q I hope to demonstrate that the binary opposition between speech and writing can be seen as

ideological, in the South African socio-political situation.

a To demonstrate some of the socio-economic effects the written text has on the South African
socio-political situation and how orality has created a new form of resistance through the

power of spoken Word against the oppressive social structures of the dominant literate class.

1.3. The Scope of the Study:

This thesis seeks to critically analyse the metaphysical nature of the Logos tradition in the
Gospel of John and the binary opposition between the oral and written text with special -

reference to primarily oral cultures in South Africa.

For this purpose I would like to propose a diachronic (words in time) and a synchronic (words
in space) method:
L The diachronic approach of historical-critical analyses focus at the elucidation of the genesis of

the written text, and how it came to have its present form. Questions concerning the ‘author’ or

the author’s enviroment (Sitz im Leben) have played a central role in such studies (Jeanrond

1988:8). The failure of diachronic historical method led to a new school of ;
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Synchronic interpreters, who refused to go behind the present form of the written
text:structuralist, deconstructionist, narrotologist and rhetorical analysis. This move, from the
‘author’ to the written text has been hailed by some as a paradigm shift in biblical interpretation

(Draper 1987:237), but it seems to be a wider process of questioning and re-definition.

The scope of the thesis includes the oral and written hermeneutics of the Logos tradition in

the Gospel of John, in respect:

Q

Q

The historical re-construction around the Logos tradition.

The historical interpretation of the proposed religious influences around the Logos tradition in
focussing on Gnosticism, Hellenistic thought and Qumran in order to established the religious
influences on the narrative text.

The historical interpretation of Logos in etymologically establishing itsSitz im Leben and its
relation to the Johannine peasant community from the Greek, Hellenistic Judaic and Palestinian
tradition. Logos is interpreted from a Historical and Form critical perspective which serves as
bedrock against Derrida’s Logocentric critique of the Word. This strengthen the polemic
between the binary opposition of oral and written hermeneutics in the work of Jacques
Derrida’s.

Derrida’s critique on Logocentrism against the Logos tradition and its implications for primarily
indigenous oral communities in South Africa.

An Anthropology of Liberation is proposed which interprets the binary opposition between
speech and writing from the perspective of the ‘Other’ in relation to the South African context.
The Anthropology of Liberation as a contextually read discourse of the ‘Other’ in the

liberation of the poor and oppressed in South Africa: the extent to which the power of the

written text has contributed to social and economic oppression of the poor.
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1.3.1. The Limitations of the Study:

Q The study addresses only the first 18 verses of the Prologue of John. No attempthas been made
to apply the thesis to the whole of the Gospel John.

a No attempt has been made to compare the Johannine Gospel with the Synoptic tradition
(Matthew, Mark, Luke).

Q No attempt has been made to trace the Johannine text to the Torah or the Talmud, and therefore
the Judaic community (as opposed to the Aramaic oral community of Ancient Galilee).

Q No attempt has been made to analyse the Law in the latter chapters of John.

a Derrida’s polemic of speech versus writing needs to be interpreted and read from the perspective
of the hermeneutics of Orality-Literacy Studies.

Q Logos as ‘metaphysics of presence’ spells meaning and representation in the construction of
knowledge for those from the ‘otherside’ of history.

Q The contextualisation of the Johannine oral tradition is focused and therefore limited
and the social critical analyses concentrate specifically on orality as resistance during the
tim4e of Apartheid of which the Logos in the Gospel of John holds the key to the discourse

of the ‘Other’ as well as to the Derrida’s logocentric critique of the Word.

1.3.2. The Products of the Study:

A product of this study is the proposal of a hermeneutics of Liberation which will enable me
to draw a critical social analyses of the logocentric nature of the Word with that of the Johannine
peasant community and that of the South African oppressive Apartheid situation. Orality and
the Liberation struggle cannot be separated from the ideology of the written text. The proposed
multi-disciplinary method in the light of the Logos tradition can be regarded as useful for this

study, because it unfolds the dialogue with the history of the ‘Other’ or that of primarily oral
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culture in the South African context. My integrated narrative hermeneutic method is presented

in diagrammatic form below:

DIACHRONIC Logos as community narrative
ORIENTATION | analyses of the narrative history
Form and Historical analyses.

Logos as narrative genre
Logos as determiner of written text

FORM CRITICISM:
Literary Critical Analyses
Exegesis:John 1:1-18

CONTEXTUALIZATION
Hermeneutics of Liberation
Reading the text: ‘From Below’

1.3.3.Literature Review:

It is usual for students to have to write a literature review as part of their thesis. This normally
a chapter appearing early in the thesis, but in some styles of thesis, may appear throughout the
work. (Bruce 1994: 144)

Because of the nature of this study, [ have adopted the latter approach to review the literature,

identified by Bruce above.

As the bibliography will confirm, I have read eccletically across a wide spectrum in the areas
that a study of the Logos tradition in the Prologue of John and the current philosophical debate of

Jacques Derrida’s Logocentrism critique of metaphysics of presence of the Word
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encompasses and implies. I considered this necessary to contextualise the Logos, in reading it
from the discourse of the ‘Other’ in the current debate. I felt this particularly pertinent in the
light of the role the spoken Logos played during the years of Apartheid. Logos in the life
primarily oral cultures can be seen as a mechanism of resistance during the years of oppression
in the social construction of their social universe. The dialogue between textcentrism versus
logocentrism  unfolds other binaries like ‘white and black’ as well as the deep hidden

assumptions of the discourse of the ‘Other’ in relation to the oppressive literate ruling class.

Logos as power and authority of speech brings into dialogue a variety of disciplines such as
communication, anthropology, historical studies, hermeneutics, analytical philosophy, Biblical
studies and literary theory. In terms of research methodology I hope to set out to find others
whose interdisciplinary perspective wove the same or similar web and to establish their
position.To date, I have found no thinking that challenges with Derrida’s logocentric debate of

the Logos in relation with the discourse of the ‘Other’ other than that of An Anthropology of

Liberation as this debate.

1.4. The Structure of the Study:

This thesis will be structured as follows.

Chapter One: Provides us with a general introduction about the historical background of the
study; concerns that generated this study; the aim and focus of the study; the scope and
limitations of the study; the structure or presentation of the study. It further intend to clarify

and define: What is Orality?; Characteristics of Orality versus Literacy and the Myth of Oral

and Literate societies.
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Chapter Two: The purpose of this chapter is to describe and validate the methodology
employed in the process of the research. It describes and validates how the research was

conducted, from Logos tradition as transmission to the Logos as communication.

Chapter Three: will focus on the Historical Critical method in reconstructing the tradition
around the Logos in the Gospel of John. Here I will focus on the authorship, place of
composition, date and the purpose of the Gospel as well its relation to the Synoptic Gospels. |
will further focus on an indepth study of proposed religious influences that surround the Logos
tradition e.g. Gnosticism, Hellenistic thought, Qumran and its relation to the Gospel of John. This
will be closely linked to the finding in chapter five where the Johannine tradition could be

located 1n its traditional Sitz im Leben.

Chapter Four: will examine the concept Logos in its historical Sitz im Leben in looking at
the Greek, Hellenistic Judaism, Palestinian Judaism tradition of the Logos and its relationship
to the Old Testament Palestinian setting. The Historical Critical understanding of the Logos
tradition is used to determine the etymology of the Logos tradition and how it relates to
Derrida’s Logocentric critique of the Word in Chapter Six. The Historical Critical interpretation
of the Logos tradition focuses exclusively on written text. The Historical Critical Method takes
into account both chirographic and speech in the written text (e.g.words transacted in space and
time) and also the interface between the two. This will be followed by a critical analysis of the
Logos-Hymn, which will be followed by an indepth exegetical study on the Prologue (1:1-18)
in locating the form and character of the Logos-Hymn. This chapter will serve as the bedrock

of my thesis in the understanding of the polemic in Chapters Five and Six and its relationship



to the Prologue (1:1-18) in the Gospel of John and that of primarily oral communities in the

South African context prior the 1994 democratic era.

Chapter Five: There is a paradigmatic shift from the diachronic understanding of the Word to
the narrative text where the logoi ( words of Jesus) move towards status of the Logos which
becomes the determiner of the written text. The Logos now takes command over the written text
in the Johannine narrative and marks a new era for oral and written hermeneutics. The concern
in this chapter is with a particular theological and philosophical view of language that entails
the assumption for the metaphysical. Central to the hermeneutics of John is the notion of the
pre-existence of the Logos. Being with God in the beginning, Logos is situated prior to the realm

of history and outside the reality of the written text.

This chapter will focus on Jacques Derrida’s anti-Logocentric critique of Western metaphysics
of presence of the Logos tradition. Derrida launches an attack on the authority of the Logos in
Western epistemological construction of Reason which privileges speech over writing. The

spoken ‘Word’ spells presence whereas writing can be seen as dead and removed from social

context.

Deconstruction’s intention is to disclose the oppressive nature of the Western logocentric
tradition and its claim that speech creates meaning and representation of reality. Derrida further
argues that the spoken ‘“Word’ in view of John 1:1 cannot be seen as ‘presence’ or a foundation
for empirical scientific interpretive interest in order to verify ‘truth’. Truth is never axiomatic or
absolute but in a continual state of displacement of meaning and representation. In the spoken

‘Word’, both the hearer and the speaker create meaning, whereas in writing the author is absent,
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and non-existent. Derrida’s major objective in relation to his critique on the Logos tradition is
to argue that writing possesses self-presence and that there 1s nothing outside of context. The sign

does not point beyond itself but rather to traces of more written text.

Chapter Six: The purpose of this chapter is to draw contextual analysis on the historical critical
interpretive interest of Logos and Derrida’s anti-Logocentric critique of metaphysics of presence
of the Logos in the light of the South African religious and socio-political context. I will

propose a contextual analyses: a Anthropology of Liberation.

I hope to examine the extent to which the written text was ideologically loaded in the written
construction of the history of primarily oral communities in the South African context. The
written text has played a major role in silencing the 'voices' of oral cultures in South Africa:
James Scott (1990) identifies "everyday forms of resistance" to systems of ideological and
material dominance. My interest lies in exploring and unravelling the "hidden transcript"
implicit in the voices of the poor and oppressed: the speech, the songs, the veiled, but

sometimes overt and public, words and actions through which the primarily oral communities

communicated their resistance.

‘1 have found close parallels between the Johannine peasant community, which was an oral
community, and that which existed and still exists in the South African oppressive social
context. In both these contexts the written text created socio-political boundaries, cultural
identity problems, racial segregation and social and economic oppression. In this context, the
Logos or the spoken Word that existed, and still exists outside the realm of the written text

became and becomes a new source of power for the poor and oppressed. Those who were and
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are economically and socially impoverished drew strength from the eternal Logos in order to
endure the different levels of oppression in the South African context. Writing in first century
Palestine belonged to the elite or literate class associated with the temple in Jerusalem. In the
Johannine community, Jesus as oral performer had the authority and power to affirm the
metaphysical presence of the Logos, which was not controlled by the written text but by the
power under the authority of the Spirit. In the South Africa community, traditional oral
performers claim the authority and power to affirm the same metaphysical presence of the

Logos.

This is the key to the hermeneutical dilemma that the literate world is struggling with: it views
the world as a body of written texts and excludes the social embodiment of the Word in relation
to the oral discourse of the ‘Other’. At the most general level, I would like to rethink the idea
of culture, and the attempt to understand the politics obscured by most historical and literary

representation.

In reaction against the claims of Deconstruction, which can be seen as a ‘new hierarchy’ and
ideologically loaded against the spoken Word, there is a need to suggest an Anthropology of
Liberation where the spoken words in primarily oral cultures can be seen as meaning anci
representation in relation to the ideology of the written text. In South Africa the written text in
the last 300 years has re-ordered the course of history for the poor and the oppressed. The
written text has shaped new boundaries and it has strengthened racial segregation and has
affirmed greater social and economic power at the expense of the poor and the oppressed. The
spoken Word affirms a new authority in the light of meaning and representation of reality for

primarily oral cultures in the face of the hidden transcript of the ruling literate class.
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Chapter Seven: Constitutes the conclusion, and summing up of the research findings.

Bibliography: This is a systematic arranged sources used in the research.

1.5. Historical Background to the Study:

Literacy in South Africa was introduced in the 17" century by the European missionaries. The
transformation of the African languages into standard literary languages was a joint project
between the indigenous people of the land and the dominant class. This transition from orality

to literacy was highly dependent on African informants and experts (Kruger 1992:225).

The introduction of both script and scripture through missionaries was so strongly connected
that Coloured and Black communities in the Cape regarded the progress of the mission as
‘progress of the Word.” This view was supported by the fact, that, nearly exclusively, the
missions had been responsible for black and coloured education. They were in charge of a vast
majority of black schools and institutions for higher education from the 18" century until the
1950s. Attending a school was not the only way to get access to the literate world. Chiefs who
were unable to read and write used missionaries as secretaries and sent their dependents to

school. Sometimes, chiefs even employed literate secretaries especially to control European

correspondence (Kruger 1992:225).

From the beginning, literacy was not a white domain only. Moreover, to be white did not mean
to be literate. Until the late 1920s, illiteracy was a serious problem among the white population
in South Africa. About 35 % of the white children had never seen a school in their life. At the
same time the Cape was looking at a history of 200 years of coloured education by Dutch,
British and French missionaries (Kruger 1992:225-254). South Africa became a ‘republic’ in

1961 where the majority of indigenous people had few basic economic, social and political
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rights. South Africa remained an oppressive society, where the white minority maintained

political and economic control. Black people remained powerless, with no access to economic
and social power. In the late 1960s the culture of resistance that the state had tried to decimate
earlier in the decade, began to regenerate. The resistance took the form of local organisations
which advanced the struggle of the political organizations that had been banned. In addition to
challenging the existing social order, the resistance organizations tried to reconstruct South

African society (Meer 1989:20).

In a highly politicised society, many black artists and poets did not allow themselves to be
alienated from the key political struggle. Orality and resistance literature was not just seen as
the expression of individuals or small groups but of an entire social movement to end
oppression. Oral composers resisted the repression and the censorship of the state and the
prescriptions of the conservative liberal critics. Literary and oral activists and poets developed

tactics to deal with the silencing of the poor or the ‘Other’ (Merod 1987: 10).

The core reference of the term the ‘Other’ is designated to that sector of the population most
oppressed by the apartheid regime, who had been named and misnamed during the apartheid
history and who had been referred to as ‘black’ in the social sciences. Owing to the hegemonic
forces of colonialism, apartheid and neo-colonialism, tﬁe construct of the ‘Other ’ did not
funcfion as a marker of inclusive belonging, locatedness and identity, as occasioned by the
index of geography or social boundaries. Instead, the term signalled the ‘Other’ of
‘Apartheid’, consigned to geographic, social and psychological distance, as well as' to
deprivation and underdevelopment. As with all oppressed groups the abjection and enforced
silence of the ‘Other’or those that were traditionally from non-European background was

24-



evident in the inappropriate names that were imposed on them (Miller 1990:35).

By constituting and ranking ‘racial groups’ in a self-serving hierachy, the dominant minority
group established exclusive boundaries and secured emormous power. The term ‘black’ stood
as the binary opposite of ‘white’ and signified its ‘Other,” at least historically. Like other
oppressed groups across the world, black people responded by embracing the concept ‘black’
and using it as a cornerstone of their attempts to reconstruct their identity. The oppressive
Apartheid regime’s second-ranking construct of ‘coloured,’ into which any other person could

fit, shows up the fictiveness of its racial classification.

While in the broader sense, the term ‘black’ affirms the unity of all oppressed South Africans,
it masks the fact that while black people as a whole were systematically marginalized and
subjugated in social, economic, political and cultural terms, Apartheid oppression was not
uniform. Racial minorities, such as Coloureds and Indians were giveﬁ more rights than African

people, while the African majority was subjected to the most serious atrocities of the Apartheid

regime.

According to Franz Fanon, where the colonial order had rendered ‘oral traditions’ ‘inert’ and
reduced pre-colonial cultural forms to a state of petrification, these new practices operated in

accordance with, and offered to redeem, the vibrant and communitarian cultural practices of the

pre-colonial era:

the oral tradition- stories, epics, and songs of the people were filed away as set pieces are now beginning
to change. The storytellers who used to relate inert episodes now bring them alive and introduce into them
modifications which are increasingly fundamental. There is a tendency to bring conflict up to date and
modernize the kinds of struggle which the stories evoke, together with the names of hcroes and the types
of weapons. The method of allusion is more and more widely used.... The contact of the people with the
new movement gives rise to a new rhythm of life and to forgotten muscular tensions, and develops the
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imagination. Every time the storyteller relates a fresh episode to his public, he presides over a real
invocation. The existence of a new type of man is revealed to the public. The present is no longer
turned in upon itself but spread out for all to see. The storyteller once more gives free rein to his
imagination. (Alessandrini 1999:171)

Orality can be regarded as a mz;jor tool of resistance that has been used by primarily oral
communties in order to oppose the oppressive colonial regime. This can be seen in the way the
storyteller conscientises his audience and then reverberates this allusion through storytelling
which enkindles a new hope which gives rise to a new rhythm of life in the midst of their
struggle. Orality throughout post-colonial South Africa will continue to survive, because of the
primordial essence of the “Word’ that creates and shapes new social universes for the poor and

oppressed.

It was against the background of these socio-political events that ‘orality ¢ or the power of
speech became a mechanism of resistance for primarily oral cultures. Voices of resistance echoed
through their expression of verbal arts and gestes through poetry, spiritual hymns and freedom
songs which opposed the oppressive policies of the apartheid regime. In the face of the public

transcripts the hidden transcripts of the poor and oppressed manifested the oral power of the |

Word.

1.6. What is Orality?

Finnegan asked the question ‘What is orality-if anything?’ She concludes that it is nothing more
than an academic slogan (1990:131). Graham agrees that the term ‘orality’ itself is loaded, or at
least an ambiguous term and when it is treated as a functional dimension of the written text it

can be seen as problematic (1987:7). There is a need to focus on a broad understanding of how

the term has been perceived.



The concept "orality’ discloses new ways and hermeneutical benefits in relation to the meaning

and representation of the written text. This has helped us to broaden our perceptions of the

works of human literary imagination (Finnegan 1990:130). Orality has helped us to appreciate

human culture especially from the ‘other side’ of history with narratives of different kinds,
poems and traditional songs. The term ‘oral’ is preferable to ‘illiterate.’ Illiterate refers to
persons in a literate culture who have not learned to read or write scribally. ‘Illiterate’ is a term

that marginalises people in a literate society (Ong 1987:174).

The term ‘orality’ identifies non-written material and turns the attention to voices that were
often unheard, the colonised and those that have been marginalised by the literate world. In the
South African context these ‘oral texts’ are real, and were always there but have been
subjugated by the written text. In the South Africa context, this was seen in oral arts that

reflected the struggles of marginalised communities, eg in the form of political protest songs

and satires (Scott 1990:246) of those that oppose the public transcript of domination.

If one looks at the anatomy of orality, one finds that the word connects with the body directly.
Argyle describes five types of bodily communication,

O Expressing emotions, mainly by féce, mime, body and voice

Q  Communicative interpersonal attitude: We establish and maintain friendship and

other relationships mainly by non-verbal signals, such as proximity, tone of voice,
touch, gaze and facial expression.

O Accompanying and supporting speech: Speakers and listeners engage in a complex

sequence of glances, non-verbal vocalizations which are closely synchronized with
speech, play and dance.

O Rituals: non-verbal signs play a prominent role in greeting and other rituals.
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1  Self presentation is mainly achieved by appearance and to a lesser extent by voice.
(Argyle 1988:4-5)

In an oral society (and in literate more secretively), the individual perceives the speech (an oral
biography) of another as a physical and interior organ that makes language possible. This figure
1s a sort of rotem (sign). Since the voice can increase in volume, voiced discourse aloud has its
roots in the human body. Orality always bears a human face and always has a human body. Any
transmittance of human knowledge has physicality because the memory cannot recall
information without the voice that speaks it. Knowledge, once acquired, had to be constantly
reverberated or it would be lost (Ong 1982:24).The oral poet thinks of speech as ‘breath,” a
possession that others can steal, and take ceaselessly. One can even steal from ones own speech
and compositions. As the Old English imply; " since speech is stolen from language, it is thus

stolen from itself " (Waugh 1995:364).

Orality also brings into question the meaning of the word ‘text’ as a product, as well as the
processes that underly it. For Ong the condition of words in a written text is different from their
condition in a spoken discourse. The word in its natural, oral form is part of a real, existential

context where both the hearer and the speaker create the meaning of the written text (1982:101).

Primary oral cultures have no significant form of written communication of oral ‘text.” Can one
speak of literature in the case of oral ‘text’? This can be seen as anachronistic in relation to
primary oral cultures, because in primary oral cultures memory serves as a means of storing
information, whereas in literate communities the written text is a fixed artifact and serves as a

vehicle to support the loss of memory.
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The Latin noun textus and the verb texere refers to the act of weaving. As the sum of threads

woven into a carpet transcends the individual threads and creates a new identity, so our sentences
are woven into a new written identity (Jeanrond 1994:85). Again the interpretation of the word
‘text’ according to Western scholarship move along the lines and thought of chirographic

interpretation, which is totally different from that of primarily oral communities.

Schipper observes that oral ‘text’ does not exist without the performance itself: the very presencé
of the performer, storyteller, singer, without whom ‘oral text’ cannot exist which is a
fundamental characteristic in the past has often been overlooked. Oral text has often been left
to scholars of literature as a stepchild of anthropologists and folklorists who lack in the
hermeneutical understanding of the word ‘text’(1989:66). In an oral ‘text,” the body is viewed

as a social system of communication, and this includes the oral and aural phenomena of the

Word.

Oral utterances do not have originals in the same way as written texts do. Written text provide
what has been called autonomous discourse, or context free. Although written utterances grow
out of social settings and may refer to social settings, the written text carries with it no social
setting as does oral utterance. Written texts consist only of words inscribed on a surface.

Written words can derive directly from other written words , but oral utterances cannot derive

simply from other oral words (Silberman 1987:12).

Oral communities have many fixed artifacts. The spoken authority of the word shapes the oral
transmission processes which creates meaning and representation between speaker and hearer.
The spoken utterance is addressed to a real, living person, at a specific time in a real setting. For
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Ong we have been addicted to think unreflectively of oral utterance not by examining oral

cultures utterance as such, but by understanding them with written text (1995:9).

Tannen observes that oral cultures reflect formulaic expressions (sayings, cliches and proverbs).
In oral cultures meaning is not contained in words themselves but words share a social
community for ‘meaning is in the context’ in contrast to literate traditions where ‘the meaning

1s in the written text’(1982:3).

Orality in the view of Finnegan (1990), Graham (1987) and Ong (1982) relates to the vdice of
the ‘Other’ from a literate perspective. For Finnegan ‘orality’ is nothing but rather a fashionable
term and another academic slogan. However, for Graham and Ong, ‘orality’ reflects the
subjugated culture or tradition of the poor and marginalised eg. poems, hymns, stories and

folklore. These oral transmissions always operate with hidden assumptions.

This may not have fully satisfied our question about the meaning of ‘orality,” but it opens new
ways, of reflecting on the power of the Logos that has been exiled in the written text.
Underneath the written construction which seemingly has imprisoned the Logos tradition lies a

network of oral processes, a peasant community that has shaped the production processes and

transmissions of the Logos hymn in the written text.

The Western literate understanding of ‘orality’ has been perceived chirographically of the
interface between oral and written media (residual orality). It is an orality that is self constméted
and totally removed from the real context of primarily oral communities who perceive the
world through the power of spoken words, by their cultural and religious performance of the
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oral socio-cultural archive of indigenous knowledge, eg. song, hymns, poetry and speeches.

In returning to our initial question ‘What is orality-if anything?’ Finnegan argues that in the one
sense ‘orality’ is not anything but it is rather a fashionable term, and one which, as [ have earlier
indicated, carries a whole series of hidden assumptions. There is also something in this term that
appeals to the "romantic and mystical in us, that calls from the far-away but treasured ‘other,’
the ‘nostalgic’ world we have lost, it poses a powerful and in its way valuable appeal

(1990:146).

Literate societies have a widespread form of written communication. In order to understand
the different characteristics between primarily oral societies and literate societies, there is a need

to look at the myth of the‘Great Divide’ between the oral and the literate.

1.7. Characteristics of Oral versus Literate:

Orality helps us to understand ourselves. Here we mean understanding our roots, as individuals,
in our community and our culture. Primarily oral communities draw their thinking, their mode
of life, their values and philosophy of life from their culture. These go back to their oral roots.
Understanding the characteristics and values of these communities is essentially an
understanding of ourselves. This understanding is of crucial importance for those from the
‘otherside of history’ who underwent a period of colonisation and oppression during which the

cultures of our communities were suppressed, distorted and denied the opportunity to develop

(Akivaga & Odaga 1982:2).
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Ong (1982) and Havelock (1986) each look at some of the characteristics that oral cultures
typically display. For Havelock, ‘a general theory’ of orality must build on a general theory of
society. It requires that communication be understood as a social phenofnenon, not a private
transaction between individuals. Language of any kind acquires meaning for the individual only
as that meaning is shared by a community, even though the individual is not addressing the
community (1986:68). Orality must always be seen in relation to a community rather than to an
individual. Havelock notes that ‘in primary orality, relationships between human beings are

governed exclusively by acoustics (supplement by visual perception of bodily behavior)”

(1986:65).

This idea led Ong to his understanding that orality is “evanescent rather than permanent”.
Since sound disappears immediately after it is made, speech is inherently temporary. In oral
cultures that have no means of recording except in memory, once something has been spoken,
it cannot be retrieved. This causes oral cultures to view words as ha\}ing some sort of magical
power (1982:32). After thereverberations of the uttered sound has ceased, and nothing remains

just a memory of the sound of the meaning is conveyed .

Primarily oral cultures store and retrieve knowledge with only the ephemeral sound of the
human voice. Sound has a special relationship to time: sound exists only when it is going out of
existence. There is no way to ‘stop’ or ‘have’ sound. This leads to the feeling that words are
events, and as a result oral cultures tend to give words great power. The concept Logos embodies
the meaning of word, power and spirit (Ong1982:32). Sound has a special relationship to

interiority, to the inside of things and people, in contrast to vision’s connection to exteriority.
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The evanescence of speech causes evanescence of thought. For Ong

In the total absence of writing, there is nothing outside the thinker, no text, to enable him or her to
produce the same line of thought again or even to verify whether he or she has done so or not
(1982: 34)

According to Havelock,

the answer would lie in ritualized utterance, a traditional language which somehow become formally
repeatable like a ritual in which the words remain in fixed order. Such language has to be memorized.
There is no other way to guarantee its survival (1986:70)

Primary oral speech tends to be very formulaic, that is why poetry and rhythmic speech 1s very
non-literary. Writing on the other hand is a permanent record. Print seems unchanging and
everlasting. Writing is open-ended and resists closure. With the intervention of the printing press
during the time of the Reformation, notions of closure and completeness develop that are

unthinkable in orality and difficult in manuscript culture (Ong 1982:31-32).

Another attribute of primary oral speech, is ‘contextual versus empirical scientific thinking.’
Persons in oral cultures live in close, intimate connection with their énviroment and with each
other. They tend not to think in linear ways about the world and their lives.“All thinking is
concrete and operational. Learning is hands on, by apprenticeship or discipleship. They

conceptualise in terms of immediacy, in terms of their world view, whereas spoken words are

always in their own context” (Ong 1982: 42).

Speakers of an oral language rely more on the context for the communication of his message.

For Greenfield ......

Context-dependent speech is tied up with context dependent thought which in turn is the opposite of
abstract thought (1972:169).

In comparing the oral and written cultures, Greenfield says,(....)



If the speaker of the oral language depends upon the surrounding context to communicate his message,
then effective communication presupposes a common context and common point of view for both
listener and speaker. He (speaker) is therefore egocentric; that is, he takes for granted, without being
aware of doing so, that his point a view and frame of reference are the only possible ones. At times,
this assumption may be valid, at other times, not so (Greenfield 1972:170).

For oral cultures, communication is invariably face to face. Oral languages do not spread as far

as the written and are therefore shared by a smaller group.

On the other hand, the practice of writing presupposes distance in time and space between the
author and reader. Writing lends itself to ‘scientific fact’. Writing encourages the development
of mental habits of distanciation and scientific objectification. Whereas sound envelopes the
bonds of speaker and hearer, writing marks the separation of author and hearer (Ong 1982:42-
43). Writing can be seen context-free or as an autonomous discourse, that can be written in one
social context and can be read in another social context (Ong 1982:78). Whereas in an oral
culture, the elders are respected and appreciated for their indispensable memories in order to

transfer knowledge so the community could benefit from the acquired wisdom of their own

culture.

Another trait of primary oral speech is that it is ‘agonistic.” Ong observes that primary oral
cultures often evidence wars of words, such as a riddle or a song contest, name-calling or
bragging. For them communication is always dialogue, there are always at least two peoplve
present. There is no single, fixed textas in writing. This fosters the sense that truth is an ongoing
process, one that comes from the conflict between views. Oral societies tend to see truth as an

dialectic and agonistic process (1982:45).

On the other hand writing separates us from each other. It fosters the perception that knowledge
is static and that the knower is separated from the known. The structure of writing is monologic

rather then dialogic (speaker and hearer).



According to Ong,

there is no way to refute a text, After absolutely and total and devastating refutation, it says exactly the
same thing as before (....) text is inherently contumacious (stubborn, disobedient) (1982:79).

Ong’s next attribute of primary oral speech that it is ‘participatory’. In oral cultures knowledge
is produced through direct participation and an emotional connection. It comes from a connection
either to the person passing on knowledge or to the concrete thing being studied, whereas
writing separates the knower from the known. This leads directly to Western culture valuing

of objectivity over subjectivity (1982: 46).

In literate societies knowledge is seen as something non-human, something we find or need to
discover, not something we create in our interaction with each other. A classical example of this
is found in the work of Plato, who believed that truth is to be found not in this world but in the
realm of ideas (doctrine of forms) where eternal truths reside. According to Ong Plato’s
understanding of truth and knowledge can seen as follows,

Platonic idcas are voiceless, immobile, devoid of all warmth not interactive but isolated, not part of
human lifeworld at all but utterly above and beyond it (1982:80).

Such understanding of truth would be unclear to primary oral culture but well accepted in a

culture dominated by writing.

Ong’s next trait of oral discourse tends to be ‘homeostatic versus multiple and historical
meaning’. Orality is present-orientated: words have single meaning determined by the context
in which they are uttered. The meaning of a word is strongly influenced by their immediate
existential context. This means that oral cultures tend to memorise past meﬁning, thereby
stabilising the social context. Writing fosters layered meaning, because writing is read and re-

read outside of the context in which it was produced. Also, writing gives us a record of past
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usages of terms, it fosters a sense of multiple meaning (deconstruction) of a word rooted in
various historical contexts (1982:46).Oral languages have multiple meanings to a much greater

extent then literate languages.

The final attribute of primary oral speech, is that ‘cultural versus individual identity’. In
primary oral cultures there is always an immediate audience. Communication always involved
community.The encompassing aspects of sound serve to create a communion among speékers
and listeners. There is a sense of participation in a common reality, and hence a more communal
identity. In orality there must always be an ‘other’ present for communication to occur. Writing
is isolating and fosters individualism. Writing is often created and read in isolation from others
(Ong 1982:102). What can be observed is that there is no real audience present, the writer
illusionary imagines or socially constructs the audience he is writing to. Here is a list of

characteristics of oral and literate cultures,

Oral / Aural Chirographic
Sound & Temporality Sight & Space
Interiority Exteriority
Incorporating / Unifying Dissecting / isolating
Fleeting Long lasting
Words as event Words as labels
Processual * Things’ orientated
Mnemonics / recollection Knowledge as stored : looked up
Attachment / Participatory Detachment
Meaning / utterance always in context Autonomous / Mobile discourse
Grounded in life world Abstractions
Situational thinking Deduction / logic (syllogisms)
Communal / Public Individualistic / Private
Dialogue Monologue
Open / dynamic (agonistic) Closed / fix / static
Participation Distance / objectivity
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Communication is embodied Communication is disembodied

Time Space

Universal human attribute Culturally specific technology

(Finnegan 1988:168)

Clearly, there are fundamental technical differences between the medium of writing and the

medium of speech. Speech is often presented as ‘warm’ and ‘writing’ as cold. In this dichotomy
between oral and written it can be concluded that speech is a cosmic and invisible architecture
of the human dark, whereas writing was the visualisation of the acoustic space. Spoken words
are more energised than the written word. They are not only oral in form but a combination of
the human senses (mouth, ear, eye). The body becomes a social system of communication. We
tend to react to each situation that occurs, even to our own act of speaking. Writing can rather
be seen as a more specialist action in which there is little opportunity or call for reaction. The

spoken word carries emotion as well as meaning.

Orality-Literacy studies called the ‘Other ’(fictively constructed) to dialogue with the power of
the written text. The dominant discourse or the Great tradition of the West has turned the Word
into traces of more written text. The spoken authority of the Word has been buried under a
mound of historical data. The Word in the community where I come from was not a dead
construction of physical signs that point to other signs, but the very essence of the spoken Word
was a living force that put reality into motion. It was filled with emotion, rhythm and gesture
as it brought meaning and representation into existence. It was the very sustenance of the soul

and being, and the very power of reason and a genuine form of resistance against the falsely

constructed reality of Western interpretive interest.



The Johannine Logos from the perspective of ‘Orality-Literacy’ helps the reader to understand
the social dynamics of the poor and the oppressed. For years the written text was a construction
of the literate class. The South African peasant community was socialiy and economically
impoverished but was strengthened by the power and authority of the metaphysics of presence
of the spoken Word. Although the Logos was inscribed in the written text, it will always be
spoken in these primarily oral communities where hymns and poetry and spiritual songs,
testimonies and charismatic preaching by poets and priests reflect the hidden transcript of a
community. Their oral archive of indigenous knowledge echoed words of freedom and
liberation against their oppressors and the power of the written text which creates social
boundaries and racial division because of their illiteracy and ignorance to understand the

dynamics of the power of written text.

According to Ong’s statement that Orality-Literacy Studies, “are cross cultural studies which
enrich the human spirit and open a greater understanding and love between diverse peoples
especially those from the ‘otherside’ of written history. The more human, human beings are,

the more there is in them the ability to be free from the illness of segregation and racial

boundaries” (1987:181).

Orality-Literacy studies can open new depths in our understanding of the work of redemption as
known to the Christian faith. Beneath the Biblical text lies a vast oral tradition, a tradition that
1s up till this very day untold because -history had been monologically constructed by the
ruling literate class for primarily oral communities. A mound of historically constructed data
by the ruling literate class revealed that their victories and triumphs were textually constructed
at the expense of the historically constructed myth of the white Jesus of Galilee. Oral thought
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has been interpreted as literate in their expressions and interpretations. The radical primacy that

the biblical text has in the Christian tradition is the Word of God, the eternal Logos.

Orality-Literacy Studies unfold a new understanding of the Word of God in relation to
subjugated cultures that had been buried under a mound of falsely constructed historical data.
Logos calls to be freed from the classical text of the Western interpretation, so that it can

permeate the human soul which creates a dialogue between the I and the Thou.

1.8. The Myth of Oral and Literate Societies:

In the early 1960s several books were published on oral and literate cultures. These include The
Savage Mind by the French Structuralist anthropologist Levi Strauss, the Preface to Plato by
Eric Havelock (1963) and several articles by Jack Goody. In Werner Kelber’s article on Words
in tradition, Words in Space, Orality-Literacy or speech opposes writing he argues, ‘that such
a powerful thesis was needed to break ground, to fracture the well-est;blished sinecure of textual
or chirographic thinking that reflectively dominated earlier scholarship’(Foley1994:150). These

works and many others brought to prominence what came to be called ‘orality and literacy’.

- The claims of literacy need to be carefully understood. Havelock (1982) use the term ‘literacy’
to refer to both non-vowelized phonetic alphabetic writing and vowelized phonetic alphabetic
writing. Havelock argues that the use of vowelized phonetic alphabetic writing was related to

the development of abstract thinking in ancient Greece. Havelock claims the literacy is related

to abstract thinking.
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The perception of the interface of Orality-Literacy Studies represents a new field of study.
Orality- Literacy studies contribute to a wide range of disciplines including: psycho-linguistics,
socio-linguistics, anthropology, history, New age criticism, reader-response criticism, religious

history and theology (Christian, Jewish, Islam and other comparative religions).

According to Ong, the multi-disciplinarity of Orality-Literacy Studies is beginning to revise
the empirical history of the West, as it reveal the oral-agonistic nature of the different schools
of thought which until recently were populated exclusively by males (especially white) who
taught in chirographic controlled but orally targeted languages (1987:172). A classic example
of this was the white missionaries that were sent to Africa to learn the language of the

indigenous African communities and to colonise them with the hidden agenda of Western

interpretive interest.

Those theorists involved in the comparative modes of communication frequently referred to a
binary divide between different kinds of societies or human experience, eg. ‘primitive versus
civilized,”‘simple versus advanced’ and ‘pre-literate versus literate’. This binary account has
been referred to as the ‘Great Divide’” or Western paradigm over against the Third World. Such

theories suggest that radical, deep and basic differences exist between modes of thinking in

literate and non-literate societies (Ong 1987:173).

Ong quotes Johannes Fabian, as he reported on the ways in which Western anthropologists have
in the past regularly, if unconsciously and subtly, downgraded oral peoples who have been the

subjects of their research (1987:173). Such research was ideologically driven and biased and

questionable in terms of social scientific perspective.
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Jack Goody denies any significant distinction between literate and non-literate societies as he
adopts a widely criticised stance of cultural relativity. He further argues that ‘general’rather than
radical differences exist between the non-literate and literate (1968:67). Goody advanced Levi
Strauss’s “ Great Divide theory ™ as he sheds light on the changes that were brought about by
writing. The difference between purely oral communication and communication based on printed

word is that the oral word is ephemeral whereas writing remains a fixed artifact.

Goody sees human communication as a basic requirement for social institutions and normative
behaviour. The changes and modes of communication have implications on primarily oral
cultures. In focusing on the medium of communication Goody echoes the well known dictum
‘the medium 1s the message’, with its focus on the form of communication as the written text

(1977:9). Western literate culture has assigned particular importance to the written, especially

the printed word.

The written text has enjoyed a special status in every literate society. The replacement of purely
oral transmission by the use of the written word has been the repeated pattern of historical
development across all geographical and cultural boundaries. There is something about the
written word that bespeaks of authority and reliability in its very namelessness and
independence of particular and individual memories. Writing as a fixed text has contributed to
this authority from the time of its discovery and was further sustained by an elitist academic
community which perceived the written text as autonomous. Only in literate societies can the
written text be seen as autonomous and powerful, but people in primarily oral societies accord
no authority to the written word. The oral word has not been replaced by the literate word. Ninety

percent of what we express is expressed orally (Graham 1987:59).
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Phonetic writing, marks a dividing line between the oral and the literate. Once we know
basically what writing does to thought and to consciousness itself, it is a technology that
restructures thought and consciousness. It is one of the most pervasive and radical tools across

the centuries and across the surface of the globe (Ong 1987:174).

Primarily oral cultures are societies which do not have scribal writing to facilitate their day to
day communications. It is a world of direct spoken communication, the simultaneous. and
immediate presence of the speaker and his audience. This makes up the very essence of
communication. This aural-oral communication was characterized by the transmission of cultural
tradition by means of a range of mnemonic faculties and mnemotechnical devices which were
deeply rooted in the psycho-biology. They have great wisdom, but none of them have the
extended analytic explanation of the world, that we call science today which not only includes
the physical sciences but also the human sciences, such as the study of verbal utterances, written

and oral (Ong 1987:178).

In primarily oral cultures, mimic and gestures together with memory, play a crucial role in
affirming oral communities’ traditions, customs, values, and ways and life which are ingrained
through regular practice in daily activities, eg. religious festivals, ceremonies and rituals
(initiation ritesj are storeci in the memories of people and passed on from generation to
generation. This memory serves as an archive for stored information. Oral discourse builds up
and repeats; it re-inforces the same themes, simply both the form and function of oral discourse
maintains tradition by telling coherent, organized stories (Rubin 1995:15). Orality reaches

beyond everyday life as primarily oral communities create songs about their origins as a
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community, about their beliefs in supernatural powers and about things they value for holding

them together over a long time.

For primarily oral cultures the spoken word and performance are important features of oral
communities. Just as the sculptor uses wood or stone to create his piece of art, so does the oral
artist use the spoken word to create his art e.g a story, song or performance. It is through the
spoken word that oral communities have been kept alive. The spoken word is transmitted from

one person to the next, and from one generation to the other (Akivaga & Odaga 1982.1).

Chirographic cultures (cultures with writing) tend to think of words as labels for thing. Writing
leads to visual metaphors: perspective, focus, trace, or point a view. Writings, with its reliance

on vision, leads to an emphasis on things instead of events and processes (Ong 1982:31).

In literate cultures, the libraries are archives of printed text which c;)ntain stored information.
This information can be referenced, assessed decontextually and reflected upon long after
they are written. In an oral society, this cannot be done as one cannot look up for any
information, for speech is ephemeral, because it dies the moment it is uttered, unless it is stored
in someone’s memory. According Joussc_e (1990) all human information can be stored in
human memory, and is accessible until one no longer has contact with another person.
Information for primarily oral cultures can be reference through the oral archive of human
memory. For Jousse, memory constitutes the ‘oral archive’

the capability to re-play a perceived reality in its absence, to re-present something past, is unique to man and
it is memory that allows him to do so an thus makes him unique: Through memory he replays experienced
reality stored in him, through memory he conserves and transmits consciously his past actions and reactions
and so is enabled to shape his future according to the experience of the past (Jousse 1990:167).



Thus a density of memory was created as information and human experience was compressed
and amplified. New information had to be edited for brevity and fit to conform with old
knowledge in order to be remembered. In order for a culture to survive, its traditions must be
transmitted through time. In primarily oral cultures, human beings communicate with each other
through speech. How could they communicate with the future generations? Speech could not
be used, because it is an acoustically based phenomenon, and sound exists only ephemerally,
but the human mind and body could store the knowledge it received through hearing and

understanding speech and action.

For Havelock the mind serves as storage container, and memory assumed a central role in
cultural survival (1986:55). Jousse reminds us:

Memory! We no longer have any idea of its capabilities! When I simply strung together like beads the series
of texts that make up this work on rhythmic and mnemonic oral style, the philologist cried out: ‘But it is
absolutely impossible that human memory should have such powers!” This is because they themselves were
being totally devoid of memory, almost never having exercised it. This is how reactions to some fact that
has been put into new relief can be dictated by a person’s training. We judgt on the basis, of what we are ...
(Jousse 1990:xx-xx1)

In oral societies, a premium is put on memory, on recollection. Oral societies develop'
sophisticated mnemo-technical devices to help them remember. The role of cultural
communicator was filled by a respected member of a community, called a ‘bard, priest, prophet
(nabi) or seer.” These speakers could recite from memory stories, poems, hymns that last for

hours, whereas some only needed to hear a lengthy story or a song once in order to commit it

to memory (Havelock 1986:77).

Repetition is a vital method of fixing ideas in the mind. As Walter Ong wrote, “oral societies

must invest great energy in saying words over and over again what have been learned arduously
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over the ages” (1982:41). Later these ideas became fixed in the mind of the bard, poet or priest,
and, they would repeat them in the minds of the community. Repetition or redundancy also
assured the audience comprehension. In acoustically demanding situations, such as outdoors or
in a room with or sound-conducting qualities, each word may not have been heard by each
listener. Giving the audience more than one opportunity to hear important phrases, therefore,

aided the spread of cultural knowledge (1982:40).

Basically a primarily oral society is one which does not have scientific skills of presenting
communication in written form. There is instead a heavy reliance on memory and the traditions
of such societies are kept alive by various institutions (churches, synogogues): beliefs, practices
and ceremonies (eg.eucharist, marital rites, initiation rites, burial rites) which form an intricate
part of the life of the oral people but deeply written cultural study of oral performance will
always bear some marks of written habits of their investigators although intelligence and the

mind is reflective, and can turn back on itself.

The ‘Great Divide’ between Orality-Literacy can be seen as the most profound of all revolutions
in technology. The changes it brings are qualitative, placing oral societies on the one side and
the literate ones on the other. The ability to transform the transient sounds of language into
permanent spacial marks as writing also transforms social existence. Communication and
memory are no longer necessarily dependent upon speech. Communication between human
beings, no longer necessarily immediate and face to face, breaks its bonds and reaches into time
and space. Memory no longer has to be borne by language and within the structure of speech.
The status of those responsible for cultural and social memory is diminished, together with the
forms of social memory with which they are associated (Guy 1991:396). The written text
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becomes the repository of knowledge and scientific logic as the written word makes possible our
science, history and literature. Literacy in an oral society changes not just the structures of the
social life but the structures of language and the forms in which is expressed, and also the very

structures of thought.

This leads me to focus my attention on the important question of theoretical frameworks
methodology in the following chapter. Orality- Literacy research and Biblical Studies had been
clouded in a majority of cases by unquestioned apologetic presuppositions and naive theories
There has been a deep seated method fault in Biblical studies which resulted in some areas of
oral and written hermeneutics in the New Testament interpretation which has left oral
community being left unresearched for a long time. When I consider the methodological
problem: Orality-Literacy interpretive interest hope to dialogue in the following chapter with
Form and Historical Critical method (diachronic) with Bultmann, the exponent’of Form

Critical method which ushered in a fascinating existential hermeneutic of the Logos tradition in

the Johannine narrative.

This will follow by Structuralism (synchronic hermeneutics), which view the ‘oral text’ as
networks of relationships which have to be understood by discovering the deeper structures and

elements which transcend space and time in historical situations of a community of faith in the

New Testament.

Deconstructive hermeneutics serves as anti-thesis in the work of French philosopherand literary

theorist Jacques Derrida in proposing an anti-Logocentric critique of the Logos tradition. This
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will follow by an Anthropology of Liberation which serve as an contextual component in the

interpretation of the discourse of the ‘Other’ or the dispossed and marginalised.

For my proposed thesis all these approaches are necessary, and should not be taken without the
other. Biblical interpretation as the investigation of Orality-Literacy interpretive interest or
linguistic communication need at least two sets of tools: one set of a linguistic
hermeneutics:that deal with the text as texts and the historical interpretive interest: that deal with
the past in some cross cultural activity. I believe that Orality-Literacy Studies in this thesis pave
the way to a new era of oral and written hermeneutics in relation to the reading Logos tradition

in the Gospel of John.
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CHAPTER TWO

2. Theoretical frameworks and research methodologies:

The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.
(Smith 1999:19)

2.1. Introduction:

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the theoretical frameworks and methodologies
employed in this process of the research. It seeks to describe and validate the choice of the
theoretical framework and the method employed. It is a general sum of the process of the
research. This leaves us with a further question when it comes to the use of theofetical
frameworks and research methodologies, what do we mean in the context of this thesis, when
we talk about orality and empirical research? Research of methodology has always constituted
a scientific and empirical construction of the written text, whereas spoken words evaporate at

the moment of their utterance. They leave no trace to be analysed or recorded but remain in

human memory.

2.2. Orality and Western Literate Research:

A major contribution of contemporary oral research is to call to the attention the distance that
exists between the epistemé]ogical worlds of modern and ancient experience of the written text.
The'result of recent media research into the impact of media change has shown clearly that
media changes constitute a revolution in consciousness. If the medium influences the meaning
of the Biblical tradition, it is because the historical interpretation requires an effort to experience

the tradition in its intended medium (Boomershire 1995:51).



The word ‘research’ is probably one of the problematic words in the indigenous world’s
vocabulary. When mentioned in many primarily oral cultural contexts, it stirs up silence,
conjures up bad memories and raises a smile that is knowing and distrustful. It is so powerful
that primary oral people compose poetry and hymns about Western scientific research. The
ways in which scientific research or empirical research is implicated in the worst excesses of
European Colonialism and Imperialism remains a powerfully remembered history for many of

the world’s colonized people (Smith 1999:2).

This collective memory of primarily ofal cultures about the ways in which knowledge about
them was collected, classified and then represented in various ways back to the West, and seen
through the eyes of the West, and then back again to those that had been colonized, remains
imperative in the discursive discourse of the ‘Other.” Smith refers to this process as a Western
discourse about the ‘Other’ which is supported by institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery
(bewitchment of imperial language), doctrines, even colonial bureau‘cracies and colonial styles.
This process has worked partly because of the constant interchange between the scholarly and
the imaginative (false consciousness-or sophistry) construction of ideas about primary oral
cultures (Smith 1999:2). The whole idea of the ‘Other’ is linguistically and ideologically

constituted by the West and can be seen as a social construct which is in need of deconstruction.

This thesis hopes to identify research as a significant struggle between the interest and knowing
of the West of primarily oral cultures and the interest and ways of resisting of the ‘Other.” In
this example, the ‘Other’ has been constituted with a name, a face, a particular identity, namely

indigenous people. According to Boemher, a post-colonial theorist who refers to the colonized
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as the colonial ‘Other’, or simply the Other, the concept of the Other, is built on the thought
of, inter alia, Hegel and Sartre who signify it as that which is unfamiliar to the dominant

subjectivity or which is against the authority of the dominant class (Boembher 1995:21).

While it is more typical to write about research within the framing of a specific scientific or
disciplinary approach, it is difficult to discuss research methodology and indigenous or
primary oral cultures together, in the same breath, without having an analysis of Imperialism
and sophistry of the West, without understanding the complex ways in which the pursuit of

knowledge is deeply embedded in the multiple layers of literate, colonial and imperial

practices.

In search of a historical framework and method I have looked at the work of several oral
theorists namely, Havelock (1986), Foley (1994) and Graham (1987) in order to substantiate
my critical analyses about the oral power of the Logos in John’s Gospel and the binary
opposition between the oral and written text and its relation to primary oral cultures. I have come
to discover that most of these oral theorists perception of orality is rooted in a Western
paradigm of textcentrism or secondary orality (residual-the interface between oral and literate)
rather than primary orality or the voice of the ‘Other’ which is my concern in this thesis. The
concept Logos in the Gospel of John serves as a forceful intellectual stimulus in language,
theology, philosophy as well as Orality-Literacy studies. There is a need to move towards a
genuine understanding of the concept Logos in John’s Gospel in discovering its philosophical

and historical background and its relation to Orality-Literacy studies.
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The voice of the ‘Other’ in the light of the Logos tradition has been caged or imprisoned in the
written text and has turned it into traces of more written text. Logos has been buried under a
mound of historical evidence of Western Imperialism which has socially and historically
constructed the Jesus of Galilee as a literate sage of First Century Galilee. What is clearly
evident is that Jesus was an oral performer who turned the words of His Father into a
mechanism of resistance against the ideology of the written Law for the poor and the
oppressed. Their powerlessness has now become part of a new communitas which is built on
the authority of the Word. With the dominance of written text of the Western interpretation
there is a need to review the ‘spoken’ authority of the Logos in the light of primary oral cultures

which was part of their liberation struggle over the forces of social oppression.

In sketching the history of the Technologies of the Word, Walter Ong (1982) hints at
remarkable parallels between primary and secondary oral cultures. Primary oral cultures operate
with the spoken word (words in space), because for them writing d(;es not exist. Secondary or
residual orality refers to cultures who are literate cultures (interface between orality-literacy) who

socially construct reality chirographically (in writing).

The spoken authority of Logos (words ip space) in the context of South Africa was unique in
understanding the voice of the “Other” or hermeneutics ‘from below’. Orality and the liberation
struggle clearly disclosed the socio-cultural oral archive of indigenous knowledge eg. songs,
and poetry of the colonized which remained untold in the face of the dominance of Western
textuality. The voice of the ‘Other’ that has been marginalised or subjugated for over three

hundred years in the literature, rituals, traditions, doctrines and stories of the dominant literate
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discourse or Great Tradition of the Western literate tradition. The Logos (spoken words) rooted
in pneumatological reality can be seen as a means of resistance for the colonised against the
dominant influences and legislation (de jure) of the ideology of the dominant class which shaped

the social and economic oppression of the poor in relation to the South African context.

Orality in the face of written text can be seen as a mechanism of resistance against the
dominance of imperialism and sophistry of the West which invaded our culture and traditions.
There is a unique parallel between the South Africa socio-political setting and that of the
Johannine peasant community in John’s Gospel which was marginalised under the power of
the written Law. The Johannine community echoed praise in the coming of Logos in sarx
(flesh) which became the new pneumatological authority for oral and written hermeneutics in

the context of this peasant community.

Primarily oral cultures across the world have other stories to tell, of the history of Western
research through the eyes of colonized people. These counter stories are powerful forms of
resistance which are repeated and shared across diverse indigenous communities. Primary oral
cultures do not differentiate between scientific research and that of verbal arts and gestes (Smith
1999:3).There is no dichotomy in relating to the world. There is almost no communal activity
that is not accompanied by songs and dance. There are songs, war songs, initiation or
circumcision songs; marriage, birth, and child naming songs; sacrificial, burial or funeral songs,
praise songs and love songs. Songs, religious hymns and dance form an important part of the

lives and thinking of primary oral communities. Through songs people learn, laugh, mourn,
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console each other, inspire one another and at times pass secret messages (Akivaga and Odaga

1982:69).

Primarily oral communities dance with vigour and rhythm. Dancing and singing are an
experience that possesses the participants. Oral ‘text’ is not only spoken but it is also acted and
dramatized. The songs, like the stories and proverbs, are about people’s condition of life, about
their political, social and economic activities. They embody the history, philosophy, beliefs and

wisdom of the people (Akivaga and Odaga 1982:69).

In illiterate societies songs are sung with a great deal of expression as they express resistance
against the power of the written text which restructures and re-orders reality for marginalised
communities. They view the world holistically and as real which is governed by the forces and
influences of all the communicative power and authority of the supreme Logos as it gives
meaning to reality. There is no distinction between the world of man (generically) and the
supernatural power of the spirit, because the heroes and characters are animals, living and non-

living things such as rocks, rivers, soil, lakes, mountains, and so forth.

The written text creates binary opposition between the literate and illiterate, the rich and poor,
powerful and powerless, white and black. We can go on and on in affirming these binary

oppositions but there is a need to methodologically place it in perspective of this thesis.

There are several concerns that led me to choose certain theories and methods of analysis over

others. The examination of oral transmission and oral tradition has been appropriated by
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numerous scholars in a variety of disciplines over the last century. Determining the method for
analyzing orality in the South African context eventually comes down to choice, choice based
on what one perceives as the defining characteristics of this tradition. At all times my guide has
been the appropriate fit between theory and the living and the affective nature of the data in the
context of a local community. For Cancel, oral tradition tends to be polysemic, viewed as art on
broader cultural levels, so we cannot use just any approach to its structure and function. With
no written history, an oral society fulfills many cultural needs with its store of traditional

narrative imagery (Cancel 1984:5).

In this research I will employ a multi-disciplinary approach in reading the concept Logos
logocentrically rather than graphocentrically from the perspective of orality-literacy which
unfolds a new dimension for oral and written hermeneutics. To achieve the objective in this
research project the methodologies that will be utilized will be diachronic ' (the study of
language from its historical evolution over a period of time) and sy‘nc:hronic2 (the relationship
of co-existing things from which the intervention of time is excluded) understanding of Logos
in view of the following methodologies that will be employed. The Historical Critical method
will focus on the theological and philosophical foundations of Logos whereas Deconstruction
(anti-logocentrism) aspires to deconstruct Logos from the written text and Orality-Literacy

studies which reveals the binary opposition between the oral and written text and demonstrates

! De Saussure defines diachronic linguistics as follows: Diachronic linguistics, on the contrary,

will study relations that bind together succesive terms not perceived by the collective mind but
substituted for each other without forming a system (1959:100).

2. De Saussure defines synchronic linguistics as follows: Synchronic linguistics will be concerned

with the logical and psychological relations that bind together co-existing terms and form a system
in the collective mind of speakers (1959:99).
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how it relates to primary oral cultures.

The first part of the thesis undertakes a detailed analysis of the modus opefandi in discovering
the philosophical and historical analysis of Logos tradition in the Johannine Biblical tradition
which exists outside the realm of the construction of the written text. The Historical Critical
analyses of the Logos tradition focusses exclusively on written text. The Historical Critical
method takes into account both the chirographic and speech (e.g.words transacted in space and

time) and also the interface between the two (residual orality).

This chapter will examine the concept Logos in its historical and philosophical entirety from
the perspective of the

i) The Greek Tradition of Logos

ii) The Hellenistic Judaism Tradition of Logos

iii) ThePalestinian Judaism Tradition of Logos
in affirming the Sitz im leben (setting) and the form of the Logos Tradition in relation to the
Johannine oral community. In place of the Historical Critical method a singular originality of
the ipsissimum verbum (saying of Jesus) of the Jesus tradition has been developed from the
hypothesis of Werner Kelber that features the multi-originality of the oral Jogia (sayings) of
Logos in the Johannine written text. This poses a paradigmatic in the written text, where there
is a shift from plurality of /ogia (words) in the written text of the Gospel tradition to a single
Logos at the beginning of the written text of John. The Logos now takes command over the
written text which consists of a collective cultural memory which is comprised of spoken
discourse and chirographs, by speaker and hearer alike. The Logos-Hymn in honour of the

coming of the incarnate Logos in human flesh (sarx) marks a new era in hermeneutical
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interpretive interest of the Gospel tradition. This will be followed by an indepth exegesis of the
Prologue of John 1:1-18. This exegesis is in turn generated by a Form Critical method in which
the Logos tradition is analysed from an oral perspective. This picture is thoroughly congruent
with the primary orientation of contemporary biblical criticism and the media world within
which it has operated. The impact of the media change, raises questions about the

methodological paradigm of contemporary historical criticism.

The second part of the thesis will focus on the paradigmatic shift from the historical critical
understanding of Logos to the status of Logos as the determiner of the written text. I will focus
on the philosophical and theological view of language synchronically, both written and oral
which entails a hermeneutics of metaphysical presence or phenomenology. This view is
strongly opposed in the work of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, who aims to
Deconstruct Logos as a transcendental signifier from the written text. Deconstruction launches
an attack on the Western metaphysics of presence which privilegés speech over written text

(Kelber 1990: 118). This results into a binary opposition between the oral and written text.

Synchronically, Logos in John’s Gospel serves as a leading case for Logocentrism in the work
of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida. The term Logos refers to the Greco-Christian or
Platonic-Johannine tradition according to which written language belongs to the realm of the

contingent and imperfect, while true knowledge and being pertain to the pre-existent Logos

(Kelber 1990:121).

Logocentrism is being obsessed with the Word as being phonocentric is the privileging of
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speech (spoken) over the written (literacy) Word. Derrida defined Logocentrism as “the illusion
that the meaning of the Word has its origin in the structure of reality itself and hence makes the
truth about that structure seem deeply present to the mind” (Ellis 1989:36-37). Logocentrism has
been widely displaced by non-metaphysical thought in linguistics and philosophy. When seen
in this broader nature the Johannine Logos becomes a matter of great concern in the work of

Jacques Derrida.

The Third part will focus on Contextualisation or critical social analyses of the oral Logos
in the Johannine narrative and its implication for those from the ‘Other side’ of history. It re-
focusses attention from tradition perceived as transmissional processes towards a means of
communication. Each utterance of the Logos in the context of the Johannine community

remains time bound, renewable, alterable and freshly original.

Reading Logos from below or the underside of history in a comm‘unity of faith and broader
South African context helps us to understand the discourse of the ‘Other’.This reading ‘from
below’ is reflected in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer: “There remains an experience of
uncomparable value. We have for once learnt to see the great events of world history ‘from

below’, from the perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the

oppressed, the reviled’(Nolan 1988:192).

According to Draper, the academic community in South Africa has been influenced by the
scholarship emanating from Western Europe, using in particular the Historical Critical Method

in shifting attention away from the author to the written text itself (1996:1-2). Both these
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approaches do not speak to the situation of the ‘Other’ because meaning and representation of
reality is not a fictive construction of reality but a real life situation that reveals the life of the
poor and the oppressed. This calls the research into a worldview that is diametrically opposite
to that of Western literate interpretive interest. The world of the ‘Other’ is totally different when

it comes to the construction of reality.

The ‘Other’ in the context of this thesis refers to the poor and the oppressed or those that are
not yet conscientised by the dominant discourse of dominant literate discourse. Their struggle
1s for freedom against the lies and sophistry of the written discourse of reason. Orality (speech)
serves as a mechanism of resistance for the poor and oppressed over and against the dominant

influences and power of the written text.

There is a need to move from tradition perceived as transmissional processes towards the means
of communication or dialogism. In the place of the Historical Critical method perceived as
words in time, a model of orality-literacy has been proposed which is based on a hermeneutics
of Logocentrism which will focus on the oral means of communication among marginalised
communities and the independence of oral media and meaning for primarily oral cultures. This
model challenges the existing historical and literary critical paradigm of the Logos in the view
of the Great Tradition or Western interpretive interest. Orality-Literacy research unfolds a
binary opposition between the oral and written text which can be seen as ideological sophistry
and false consciousness of the written text. The written text is a product of Western

Colonialism which sustains social boundaries and encages or imprisons the oral formulae of

the spoken Word of primary oral cultures.



The liberation struggle in the context of South Africa takes seriously the incarnation of the
Word in the life of the poor and the oppressed. The spoken authority of the Word serves as
mechanism of resistance against the falsely constructed universe of the West. This leads me to
focus on the Historical Critical method (words in time) and its implication for Orality-Literacy

research.

2.3. Theoretical Frameworks:

2.3.1. Historical Critical Method:

The Historical-critical school are those writers who follow the method of biblical criticism
initiated by Richard Simon in 1678, developed over the intervening years by Albert Eichorn,

Hermann Gunkel, Martin Dibelius, Rudolf Bultmann (Vorster 1991:16-21).

Historical Criticism of the New Testament concerns two fields of interest: First: Historical
interpretation and explanation of the individual writings and Second: the history of the people
about the New Testament, Jesus and the early Christians. Historical Criticism is more than a
method: but a way of thinking, an attitude and an approach to past phenomena. The interest in
historical investigation of the Bible has resulted in important studies, such as written artifacts
and the study of grammar of the 19" century quest for the historical Jesus, and the sources
behind the Gospels. The beginning of the twentieth century marked a noticeable change in our
understanding of the making of the Bible (Krentz 1975:33). Historical Criticism reminds us that

there is a constant shifts in theories. These shifts include shifts in the theory of history, historical

interpretation and historiography.
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In my thesis the Historical Critical method (diachronic) will focus on understanding the concept
Logos, in affirming philosophical and theological foundations of the concept Logos tradition
which will serve as a bedrock thesis against the anti-logocentric models (eg.Rabbinic
hermeneutics, New Age Criticism) of the Word. A genuine progress towards understanding
John’s Logos, hinges on discovering the historical and philosophical background of Logos as

a neutral linguistic sign which exists outside the realm of the meaning of the written text.

Historical Criticism has focussed exclusively on the written text, e.g. words committed to
chirographic space. The model offered here takes into account both the chirographic and speech,
e.g. words transacted in space and time (words in oral tradition and words in written text) (Foley
1994:173). The Historical Critical paradigm seeks to revise the logical procedures underlying

the written text so as to approximate more closely the media or communication realities of late

antiquity of the Logos tradition.

Historical-Critical method is chosen in order to look at the written text itself in its historical
entirety: the relationship of the individual works of literature of the past to the social and
literary environments of the past, as it refers to the historical events that have shaped the written
text. The written text does not have meaning in itself. Meaning is attributed to the written text

by an active interplay between the written text and the interpreter (Vorster 1991:16-21).

The Historical Critical method started to develop during the 19" century. The first step in the
development of the Historical Critical method was to devise a method by which the sources

underlying a particular written text could be investigated. These sources underwent changes and
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since they were transmitted orally, it was necessary to investigate the oral stage of tradition, the
history of traditions, the transmitters of tradition, and the role of the setting which gave rise to

particular forms in which the tradition was transmitted (Vorster 1991: 16-2 1).

With this in mind, let us now turn to the development of Form Criticism which was mainly
developed by German scholars for the development of narrative material, but nowadays is
commonly accepted by scholars who are involved in the Historical Critical study of the New

Testament.

2.3.2. The Historical development of Form Criticism:

Modern rationalism has well been defined as “the view that the human reason, or understanding
is the sole source and final test of all truth,”Rationalism acquired its modern meaning in 1637
with the publication of the Discourse on Method of René Descarte (1596-1650), in which he
declared that there are in man certain innate, self evident principles from which all true
knowledge flows. In the winter of 1619-1620, Descartes conceived his method of “universal
methodic doubt,” which he began to apply systematically to all branches of knowledge as a
quasi-mathematical process which begins from natural human intuition and moves forward by
deduction. Descartes’ exclusively deductive method sharply contrast with what is known today

as the “scientific method” (Eybers 1974:294).

The Critical method was later modified by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), so as to admit sense-
experience as a factor of rational knowledge, which was afterwards developed by Georg

Winhelm Hegel (1770-1831). These rationalist methods of human reasoning have had an
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enormous influence over modern thought and there is a need to consider how elements of their
methods led to the introduction of Form Criticism. In the late 18" century, two prominent
schools of “rationalism in religion” took form, one in England and tﬁe other in Germany.
English ‘deism’ arose to proclaim a viewpoint which, while accepting the fact of the creation of
the world by God, rejected on principle any subsequent intervention of God and allowed
religious truths only if they could be understood and verified by reason. ‘Deism’ depends upon
the notion of naturalism of Herbert of Cherbury (1581-1648), a contemporary of Descartes,
and the empiricism of Isaac Newton (1642-1727). Herbert of Cherbury advocated the principle
of naturalism: there is a universal natural religion whose principle tenet is “Believe in God and

do your duty”(McCarthy 1998:6).

In opposition to the writing of the British naturalists, there arose the German school of
rationalism in religion, originating from the philosophical system of Christian Wolff (1679-
1754). Wolff produced arguments intended to provide rational préof for supernatural truths
presented in the Bible, in opposition to the anti-supernaturalism of the naturalist. His method
turned out to be strongly in favour of the naturalism that he wished to condemn, because he
made natural human reason the ultimate judge of both natural and revealed religion. Thus as
time went on, Gerrpan rationalism mounted an ever growing offensive against the miracles and
other extraordinary events recorded in the Bible. In the early 19* century there arose in Germany
a ‘second wave’ of religious rationalism, spearheaded by G.W. Hegel, under whose influence
David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), Friederich Christian Baur (1792-1860), and others
developed the ‘Higher Criticism’ of Sacred Scripture, by the use of which “its supernatural

elements were systematically explained away as products of mythology”. Then came forward
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the theory that religion arises from a religious sense in man that is distinct from the faculty of
reason, to the effect that revelation is not to be attributed to an exterior and objective speaking
of God, but only to an interior and subjective personal experience. Thus, Ludwig Feuerbach
(1804-1872) "explained the very idea of God as a projection of man's desire and need." And so
early attempts by the German rationalist school to defend a consistent message of truth in the
biblical accounts soon gave way to the acceptance of "undeniable errors," and to the admission
that the outlook of even the New Testament biblical writers was simply "not up to the
requirements of modern man." This development of the critical outlook in the German school
of rationalism 1n religion was expressed over the span of a century and a half from about 1768
to 1914 in a long series of critical works, towards the end of which arose, on the basis of selected
previous positions of the same school of thought, the method of Form-Criticism, which first
attracted the positive interest of the Catholic exegete, Marie-Joseph Lagrange, in the early 1890s

and has now become the dominant approach among Catholic Scriptural scholars (McCarthy

1998:5-6).

The method known as Form Criticism dates back to the work of Hermann Gunkel (1862-1932),
with his commentary on Genesis, first published in 1901. Gunkel built upon the Documentary
Theory of the origin of the Pentateuch elaborated by Julius Wellhausen in the 1870s, in which
literary-criticism and source-criticism had been used in such a way that "the different sources (J,
E, D, P) of the Pentateuch and the redactional material that now unites them were separated from
each other on grounds of style, vocabulary, and the like, as well as the distinctive theological and
religious outlook and interest that could be discovered in each source" but Gunkel added a new

methodology (Nicolson 1997:4). In the final years of the nineteenth century, there had emerged

-63-



the History of Religions school, which directed its attention to the development of the traditions
behind the biblical text. Hermann Gunkel "pioneered these new ideas" with the publication in
1895 of his Creation and Chaos in the Beginning and at the End of Time, which surveyed "the
biblical creation myths from Genesis 1 to Revelation 12." In his book Genesis, Gunkel then
concentrated his attention on the "literary forms" of Hebrew literature and on the ‘literary
history’ behind them, on the assumption that each form belonged to "a quite definite setting in
life” (Sitz im Leben); that is, that the particular literary form in which a subject matter found

expression was itself dictated by the particular setting in life to which it was addressed."

(Nicolson 1997:4-5).

The methodological presupposition of Form Criticism in the light of the Logos tradition was
based on the communications theories during the nineteenth-century of Herman Gunkel (1901)
and Rudolf Bultmann (1971).When Gunkel introduced research into literary forms (genres),
he stimulated a change of method. What he writes in his introduction of Genesis (1901)
illustrates the imaginative side of his model as he pictured for himself a storyteller surrounded
by his listeners, retelling the old stories circulated in oral form in Israel. Gunkel looked at
Genesis and saw something else other than mature writing: ‘oral text’ rooted in the tradition of

Israel. It depended on oral tradition for its form and central content (Brodie 1994:5).

Gunkel hypothesized that the written traditions of Genesis have oral antecedents and that the
process of writing stops the oral process. Gunkel’s insights stimulated a change of method.
Within a few years, this new idea appeared in New Testament Studies. Gunkel implied that his

analysis could be applied to the life of Jesus. Oral tradition was steadily producing more sayings
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of Jesus. Similarly, Rudolf Bultmann (1971) reiterated the emphasis on oral tradition in the
understanding the content of the Gospels. He saw the history of the gospel tradition as
dynamic, that its content and form are not really literature and not the work of literary people
but rather as ‘unliterary’ (Brodie 1994:4). For Bultmann the process of transmission is one of
uncontrolled oral tradition (Botha 1993:206). Bultmann further believed that before the Gospels
were written there was a period of oral tradition, and that during this oral phase the various
traditions circulated as separate units (Redlich 1939:34-37). The assumption was that oral and
literate communications were a relatively neutral means for the transmission of tradition. The
whole form of the written text is governed by oral communication. The writer thinks largely

through the patterns of oral communication, and the writing is geared to oral communication

(Ong 1971:1-22).

To some degree this form of dependence may be found in the writing of First Century Palestine,
especially in the writing of hymns and speeches. In First Century Palestine writing was a
relatively new medium. It lived completely in the shadow of oral communication, but was
largely governed by rhetoric. Rhetoric was the art of speaking, but it became the art of writing,
with the result that speaking was inextricably interwoven with writing (residual orality) (Brodie

1994:5). Rhetoric pervaded the educational system and influenced almost every kind of writing.

According to Ong, rhetoric....

encapsulated the most ancient, central, and pervasive tradition of
verbalization and of thought known to mankind at least in the

West... (Ong 1977:214)

In this sense the whole of the ancient literature is oral in origin, including the Greco-Roman

classics and the Bible.



2.3.3. Form Criticism as Method:

Form Criticism is a systematic method of analyzing the genres of the basic oral units preserved
in the literary works to clarify the history of their formation. The German term Formgeschichte
refers to the fact that form critics are interested both in the forms of the material, and in their
pre-literary history, that is, their oral growth and origin. During the time between the oral
teaching of Jesus and the putting into writing of the first Gospel, the sayings of Jesus and the
stories concerning his words and works were circulated orally. It is also maintained that even the
written sources that the redactors of the Gospels have used to compile their narratives originally

circulated in oral form (Vorster 1991:25).

The purpose of Form Criticism is twofold: First it describes the genres, forms and formulas that
occur in the New Testament. Second it focusses on the pre-literary history and growth of

traditions and smaller literary forms, such as parables, miracle stories, birth stories and hymns

(Vorster 1991 25).

At the beginning of the 19" century that Biblical scholars began to pay attention to the oral form
or units in the written text as relics of the earliest stages of the formation of Christianity. It took
a work by Old Testament scholar Herman Gunkel, The Legends of Genesis: The Biblical Saga
and History (1901), to prompt research on the oral formation. Gunkel formulated several basic
principles that were later adopted by New Testament critics:

O oral forms follow set patterns; so, stylistic inconsistencies indicate later

Q  alteration of the original material.

Q  the forms of oral story-telling reflect the social situation (Sitz im Leben) for
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@  which they were originally composed;
QO changes in social situation lead to changes in forms of communication;
[ Biblical writers are not authors so much as collectors and editors;

(Tuckett 1987:95-97).

These principles allowed Gunkel to reconstruct the social history behind the written sources of
the Hebrew Penteteuch. On the basis of careful formal analysis of the biblical narrative he traced

the passages to early or later stages of the oral tradition.

Gunkel’s achievement led Dibelius and other New Testament scholars to relate the oral forms
preserved in the synoptic gospels to social setting in the earlier period when Christianity was
taking form. Form Critics argued that the narrative framework of each gospel was composed by
the writer and thus was not the original context in which the individual units took form. Since
the oral Jesus tradition filtered through Christian preaching and worship in a Greek world, form
critics concluded that the stories and sayings in the gospels reveal more about the early Christian

community than about the historical Jesus (Eybers 1974:96).

The most influential form critic was Rudolf Bultmann, whose History of the Synoptic Tradition
(1921) is still regarded by scholars as an essential tool for gospel research. The immediate
historical effect of Bultmann’s research was to put a stop on research on the life of Jesus for the
next century. If the gospel stories and saying were moulded by early Christian preachers for
situations after Jesus died and if the narrative framework of the gospels was created by even later
writers, then writing a historically accurate biography of Jesus is virtually impossible (Lightfoot

1934: 57).
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Some scholars criticize Bultmann and other form critics for excessive skepticism regarding the
historical reliability of the gospel narratives. Yet form critical work on the synoptic sayings
tradition laid the foundation for the resurgence of the Jesus research in the last quarter of the 20*
century. Bultmann himself provided a criterion for identifying authentic Jesus sayings. He called

it ‘dissimilarity,’ but later scholars prefer to call it ‘distinctiveness’. The criterion works this way

= If a writer credits a saying to Jesus and the form and content differ from

2l the author’s own style and characteristic ideas;

L and that saying is not common opinion;

1 and there is no close parallel in ancient Christian, Jewish or Greek literature;
o then that saying is not been formulated by anyone other than Jesus.

(Bultmann 1971:-5-6)

The second anthropological, idea was developed in the 18" century and 19" century in the
studies of non-literate societies and in the collecting of stories which previously had been
handed down orally, in the 20" century study of this phenomenon, especially in the work such

as that of M.Parry (1971) and A.B. Lord (1960) (Ong 1988:19).

The basic presuppositions of communications research have been applied to the history of
orality and literacy studies in the works of Marcel Jousse ( 1925-1957) later edited and
translated from the French to English by Sienaert, Conolly and Whitaker (1990, 2000), Albert
Lord (1960), Eric Havelock (1963,1968), Walter Ong (1967,1982), Milman Parry (1971). This
19" century picture of orality- literacy transition in antiquity was a basic presupposition of Form
Criticism. The key to understanding the history of tradition (words committed to text) was the

identification of the earlier oral forms of the sayings and stories of Jesus. Form Criticism
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theoretically included the critical analyses of the difference between oral and written tradition
of the Logos (Jesus) in the Johannine narrative. It primarily treated oral tradition as a causal
factor in the formation of the written tradition (Boomershire 1995:9). This affects our picture of
Jesus in view of tradition (words committed to text) and unfolds a new dimension in looking at

words in time and space (speech).

In the work Werner Kelber (1990) he moves beyond the historical constructed understanding of
the /ogia (sayings) of Jesus as the Logos (John 1:1), where Logos becomes the determiner of
the written text, as it existed outside the realm of the constructed written text. The spoken words
are pneumatological in essence and the spoken Word cannot be caged or imprisoned in the

construction of the written text.

There are three schools of thought that are anti-thetical to the Logos metaphysics of presence,
viz. Rabbinic hermeneutics, Anglo-American New Criticism and the grammatological
philosophy of Deconstruction. Two schools of thought, Rabbinic hermeneutics and

Deconstruction, are very important in relation to my proposed argument on the metaphysical

reality of the Logos.

2.4. Rabbinical Hermeneutics:

The distinction between Orality-Literacy in Rabbinical hermeneutics has come to be seen as far
more than mere choice between media of transmission of a message. It has profound

epistemological implications for graphocentrism (Jackson.1996:65)
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Rabbinic hermeneutics will unfold and manifest deeper truths of how and why Derrida
intended to critique Western Logocentrism and why he is obsessed with the idea of
deconstructing Logos from the written text. The binary opposition between speech and writing,
in which writing has been assigned a scapegoat role akin to that of the wandering Jew (Derrida,

himself an Algerian-Jew), was of special interest to Derrida (Moore 1994:146).

It is widely held that within the Torah there existed a single or privileged meaning that needed
to be uncovered. There persists the 1dea that the text contained one true meaning. The true
meaning is usually understood as what God or a divinely inspired author intended it to be. This
idea that the Torah contains a ‘true’ reading as opposed to the ones incorrectly read into it,
follows from long held Western metaphysical assumptions about language that asserts the

possibilities of an immediate meaning that is prior and independent of writing (Broitman 1991:

1-9).

The Torah is logocentric in that it posits an origin and a foundation of all truth. This Logos is
God. God is the “person beyond which we may not go” (Culler 1982:92). Everything begins
and ends with God. God is both the transcendental signifier and the transcendentally signified.

God is the ultimate presence, combining traces of the past and the future.

The Jewish idea of tradition does not come from the Old Testament. According to the Old
Testament, God gave the Law to Moses in one medium, writing, but there later developed the

idea, what Neusner calls a myth, that God had given the Law through a second medium-oral

tradition (Neusner 1985:1).



The Torah is also phonocentric in that it privileges God’s voice as the most powerful and the
direct transmission of truth. “The Voice of the Lord is Power; The Voice of the Lord is
Majestic; The Voice of the Lord breaks cedars...” (Psalm 29:4-5). God’s voice is so powerful

because it is thought to carry God’s will and God’s presence.

Judaism maintains that when Moses received the Torah from God at Mount Sinai, it came in two
mediums. One was the Torah in writing, the other was the oral Torah, meaning the memorized
Torah. The Mishnah is the first document of that part of the Torah that in Jewish myth came to

Israel in the medium of memory by way of the oral tradition (Brodie 1994:7).

Rabbinic and Midrashim share the Torah’s phonocentrism, as they elaborate on the power of
God’s ‘mighty voice,” because of their phonocentric assumption that God’s presence is in His
voice. The Rabbis describe God’s voice on Sinai in a way that expressed their own idea of God’s
presence. For example, God’s voice is awesome and terrifying. When God “ began to speak

both heavenly and earthly creatures were shaken, and Israel fainted away ”(Agnon 1994:208).

Further, God’s voice is also omnipotent. It can reach to the four corners of the world in all
languages (Agnon 1994: 207). It can speak multiple things, such as the Ten Commandments, “all
atonce”. Finally, God’s voice, like God’s self, is One. At Sinai, God’s voice was the only sound,
so that all “would know that there was none but Him”. The voice had no echo because the Lord
is pure oneness, His utterance too, is pure sound without reverberations (Agnon 1994:202-207).
The revelation at Sinai is the time when the Torah affirms that the Israelites most' clearly heard

God’s voice. According to Misdrashic interpretations, God’s voice inspired the Israelites to
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respond positively to the commandments “with one voice”. Yet God’s voice was so powerful and
terrifying that the Israelites begged Moses for a less direct communication, fearing that they
would die encountering the direct presence of God embodied in the voice. God agreed and the
voice was replaced by Moses’ mediating voice and then further by writing (Broitman 1991:5).

Susan Handelmans’ (1982) noted that Judaism once robbed of its central place in 70 C.E.,
cultivated the center of the book as a new center. The Rabbis became experts in reading and
interpreting the written text. Their world of ‘Scripture’ was a continuous concentration on
written words and their interrelations, even physical shapes of letters and even the text
punctuations. Intertextuality and interpretation of the written text was the condition of the
Exile of the text. There was no metaphysical escape from the text (transcendental signifier) or
an exit towards a sacred place (metaphysics of presence) or a sacred person (eg. Jesus-as the
Logos). Interpretation moved from one written text to another, shunting the temptation from the
visible to an invisible realm. In Rabbinic hermeneutics one does not move as in the John
narrative, from the plural /ogia of the text to a singular Logos. There is only one plural. Every

written word in the text is potentially equal (Kelber 1990:121).

For the Rabbis, the saying of the sacred Word (Logos) directly by YAHWEH had come to an
end. According to them only the words of the Torah were to be taken as “perfect symbols.” As
perfect symbols, the Torah was an endlessly, vicious cycle of hermeneutics. For the rabbis; the
true 'interpretation is the “Oral Torah,” which was revealed at Mount Sinai along with the
written Torah (Schimmel 1971:20), for the rabbis did not have the authority to speak to

YAHWEH (God).They were not prophets to whom God’s Word came directly. They were sages



whose wisdom lay in their hermeneutical relationship with the written words of the Torah.

(Scult 1998:167-168).

True to Derrida’s observation, writing is presented as being further removed from the source,
from God’s presence, than speech. In fact, it is while God is writing on the tablets of the
covenant that the Israelites experience not presence but absence, and in response create another
god, the golden calf. Upon seeing the calf, Moses smashes the tablets. The smashing of the
tablets is the ultimate phonocentric rejection of writing, even of divine writing. While God’s

voice inspired loyalty, God’s writing gave birth to betrayal (Broitman 1991:5).

For Handelsman (1982) in classic linguistic or in theological terms, words in Rabbinic
hermeneutics are never understood as signs pointing beyond themselves to a meta-principle like
Logos in John which governs all language and interpretation as in Western hermeneutics.
Words only point to other words. God’s presence is inscribed or traced within written text, not
a body (soma) -(Logos = sarx (flesh) or the word that became flesh. Divinity is located in

language (meta-reality), not a person (Kelber 1990:121).

What is clearly noticeable about Rabbinic hermeneutics is the eternal desire to sustain the
productivity of the written text in re-vising, re-creating it and in reversing it in interpretation
after interpretation. For Rabbinic hermeneutics the displacement of meaning away from the
written text (metaphysics of presence) suggested the end of signification and the suppression of
the fertility of the written text. The Word (Logos) transcending the realm of textuality or
intertextuality, nihilates or abolishes the space of difference (orality) and puts an end to what

matters most in human life: interpretation or traces of more text.
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Textcentrism found its philosophical self- justification in the work of Jacques Derrida. In 1976
Derrida delivered in Of Grammatology, an uncompromising critique of Logocentrism. The
subject of discussion in Of Grammatology (1976) and his principle sou-rce of concern is the
referential paradigm of language. Nowhere does Derrida find referentiality more subtle than
in the linguistic and theological concept of the sign or Logos. For Derrida the Western tradition
from Plato to Stoicism, and from Saint Augustine, to Ferdinand Saussure the linguistic sign
is defined by the signifier and the signified. The signifier constitutes the written or visible words

on paper whereas the signified refers to the meaning we attach to it (Kelber 1990: 123).

Jacques Derrida’s grammatological critique of Logocentrism is strongly influence by his Jewish
background of the Word (dabhar) which resulted in contentions between Word as written text
(signifier) and Word in speech (signified), metaphysics of presence (time and space) in the
construction of meaning and representation of text. Logocentrism “In the beginning was the

Word” is the belief that knowledge is rooted in a primeval language given by God to humans.

God (or the other transcendental signifier: the Idea, the Great Spirit, the Self etc) acts as a
foundation for all of our thought, language and actions. He is the truth whose manifestation is
in the world. He is the foundation for the binaries by which we think (eg.spirit and flesh) (Evans
1991:xx1). This binary opposition between the written word (chirographically constructed) and
the spoken Word (Logos) in the critique of Derrida can be seen as the key relation in
understanding his violent attack on Western metaphysics of presence which favoured speech

over writing, as method and technique.
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The Western metaphysics of presence reveals the assumption that the physical presence of a
speaker authenticates meaning: What would be more natural than to privilege speech?’ As I
speak my words appear to be one with my thoughts. My meaning seems to be fully present both
to me and to my hearer. At such moments the voice, the breath (ruach-Spirit), 1s to be the
conciousness of the self, and is the presence in affirming meaning and representation. Speaking
would then precede writing (the sign of a sign), since the writer is not present at the reading of
his text to authenticate it. Spoken language is assumed to be directly related to thought and
writing as a supplement to the spoken language, standing in for it (Moore 1994:122). This is the

result of phonocentrism and the valorization of speech over writing.

For Derrida, the history of the sign in Western theology and philosophy, came to take on
reality in its own right. For Derrida the written text manifests meaning and status in itself.
According to him one falls into ‘naive objectivism’ in attaching transcendental significance and
ontological status to the referent of language. In language the signified assumes to be imaginable
and thinkable in the present of the divine Logos in its breath (words in space) (Derrida 1976:
61-73). The desire to ascribe transcedental significance to the signified can be called ‘logocentric
metaphysics’. To understand Derrida’s logocentric critique there is a need to examine a general

overview on Structuralist hermeneutics.

2.5. Structuralism:

The relationship between linguistics and literature has been one of the most widely discussed
1ssues in modern literary theory. Its original impetus in French intellectual circles in the 1960s

was provided by the work of the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. France was the central
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locus for the theory of Structuralism (Visser 1982:53) Structuralism is also found in the special
character of the theory of language by Swiss philologist and professor in linguistics Ferdinand
de Saussure (1857-1913). With his concept of the linguistics sign Saussure created a basis for
Structuralism. Saussure explain his concept of the sign in a series of lectures given in Geneva

between 1906 and 1911 (Robey 1982:39).

Saussure’s ernomous influence on the twentieth-century thought is the result of a book he did
not even write; his Cours de Linguistique Générale, published posthumously in 1915, and was
compiled from students’ notes of a course taught by Saussure three times between 1907 and

1911( Visser 1982:54).

In Structuralism, the individuality of the text disappears as it looks at systems, patterns and
structures. In looking at stories, hymns and folklore, the author is canceled out, since the text is
a function of a system, not an individual. The Romantic humanist model holds that the author
is the origin of the text, its creator. Structuralism further argues that any piece of writing, or
signifying system, has no origin, and that authors inhabit pre-existing language structures which
enable them to make any story. Man in generic form inhabits a structure that enables him to.

speak (Hawkes.1977:123).

Structuralism has been influential in the study of oral tradition and verbal arts. Drawing on
Saussurian literary and linguistic theory, structuralism focuses on the structure of the item being
studied (Finnegan 1992:36). Structuralism appeals to some critics because it adds a certain

objectivity, a scientific objectivity, to the realm of literary studies. The scientific objectivity is
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achieved by subordinating ‘parole’ to ‘langue’ (Hawkes 1977:123). Barthes regards the former,
langue, as the language which is both institution and system. In contrast to language, he defines

parole or speech as “essentially an individual act of selection and actualization” (1977:14).

Saussure’s two key ideas provide new answers to the questions of contemporary literary theory:
‘What is the object of linguistic investigation?’and ‘What is the relationship between words and
things?’ Saussure makes a fundamental distinction between langue and parole- between the
language system, which pre-exists, and the individual utterance. Langue is the social aspect of
language: it is a shared system which we draw upon as speakers. Parole is the individual

realization of the system in actual instances in language (Widdowson 1993:104)

Parole refers to the actual act of speaking. For Giittegemanns, cited by Marshall, the speech of
an individual is objectified in written forms, for only an individual can do the actual writing. On
the other hand the written paroles (spoken words) reflect the oral tradition ofthe language in that
community. For Giittegemanns language and parole ( speech) need to be kept apart, for
example: the written word or individual speech need to be separated from that of oral forms,

which is the language of a social community (Marshall 1977:89).

For Saussure, the moment we consider the sign as a whole, we encounter something which is
positive in its own domain. Although the signified and signifier are each, in isolation, purely
differential and negative, their combination is in fact of a positive nature. The moment we
compare one sign with another as positive combination, the term differences should be dropped.

For Saussure the ‘signified,” his term for ‘concept,” shows that the ‘signifier’ (or-sound pattern)



is already sound as mentally processed, the hearer’s psychological impression of a sound

(Cahoone 1996: 66).

Structuralism further provides a methodological framework for the semantic representation of
signs which constitute the signified of the literary work of art. Saussure further regarded the
relationship between the signifier and signified as arbitrary. Hawkes explains the nature of the
sign in the following way: |

The bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Since I mean
by the sign the whole that result from the associating of the signifier with
the signified, I can simply say the linguistic sign is arbitrary ~ (1977:67)

Culler shows that the theory proposed by Saussure clarifies the system or language that underlies
the literary work of art and that makes the artifact a meaningful production which he called

‘speaking’ (1981:22).

Saussure rejected the idea that language is a word-heap gradually accumulated over time and
that its primary function is to refer to things in this world. In his view, words are not symbols
which correspond to referents, but rather are signs which are made up of two parts (like two
sides of a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>