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Abstract

In this contribution to a review symposium on Jason Storm’s book, Metamodernism,
Silakhe Singata and Cobus van Wyngaard explore key aspects of Storm’s proposal on
the future of studies in the humanities, relate these aspects to the task of theology
when situated as part of the humanities and respond to Storm’s constructive proposal
for the humanities by tracing South African and African reflections on rehumanisa-
tion.
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1 Introduction

We explicitly enter two conversations through the invitation to contribute to
the engagement with Jason Storm’s Metamodernism and, as we do so, bring a
number of other conversations with us. By responding to Storm’s work, we are
entering a lively engagement that has been ongoing since the publication of
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Metamodernism, adding another layer to the reviews and responses that have
already been published. By responding in Religion & Theology we enter a con-
versation around these fields and their intersection that has taken place in this
journal and are conscious that this discussion of Metamodernism follows on the
earlier responses to Robert Tally’s For a Ruthless Critique of All that Exists. In this
discussion, situated around the ampersand in Religion & Theology, we respond
specifically from a disciplinary background in systematic theology, working in
ways largely tied to forms of black and liberation theologies, and with a concern
for the way in which theology is to be done from the context of the southern
part of Africa.

Storm’s work was brought to our attention for the explicit purpose of this
project. At the time this invitation came through, Storm’s book was seemingly
only available in one small university library in South Africa — it has hardly
taken the South African academic landscape by storm. Yet, some of the under-
lying themes in this work are pertinent to the local university landscape, where
questions related to funding and the humanities seem to be ever-present and,
at least for us, questions regarding the place of theology at public universities
after apartheid continuously simmer in the background.

After some brief introductory notes on Storm’s argument in which we sit-
uate it in conversation with the previous engagements with Tally’s work, we
enter this engagement with Storm’s Metamodernism through two points in his
work that we consider to be of particular relevance to theology — his work on
social kinds and his proposal for a constructive agenda for the humanities.
Unashamedly, these are the “aspects (which) appeal™ to us, and we respond
to the invitation to respond to them below.?

2 Situating This Engagement

Some careful situating of this engagement with Storm’s work is required. This is
not meant to close down conversation through some insistence on “standpoint
theory,”® but rather to ensure that the dialogue is served by noting different
geographical and intellectual locations — we enter into a conversation across

1 Jason Ananda Josephson Storm, Metamodernism: The Future of Theory (Chicago, IL; London:
University of Chicago Press, 2021), 20.

2 This would refer to the invitation to contribute to this edition of Religion & Theology and the
more general invitation that Storm extends in the book.

3 Storm, Metamodernism, 19; also see footnote 53.
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various divides by noting the tentative place from which we respond. This
would be the kind of response that Storm’s work calls for, adding one more
view to the many.#

In a recent editorial, Gerhard van den Heever reflects extensively on the
ampersand of Religion & Theology.> Though not a main topic of Metamod-
ernism, the question of the relation of theology to religion hovers in the back-
ground of one of the key proposals of Storm’s argument,® and it is clear that a
strong rejection of theology on the part of religious studies is not the route that
Storm proposes. Our institutional histories are, however, markedly different
from those of the United States of America, reflecting both our recent Chris-
tian Nationalist past and our form of secular state after apartheid.” We teach
theology in a public university to students who represent a broad ecumenical
spectrum, but who are largely heading towards some form of Christian min-
istry. We do so not in a faculty of theology, but as part of the broader humanities,
where we exist side by side with religious studies. Reading Storm’s extensive
engagement with, and proposals for, the humanities cannot be disconnected
from our own attempt at asking what the place of theology, specifically sys-
tematic theology, should be in the humanities in South Africa.

Inevitably, we must also find our way through the conversations in Religion
& Theology we are drawn into. The decision to explore Tally’s strong critique
of Rita Felski's The Limits of Critique, and to follow that with a discussion of
Storm'’s Metamodernism, which explicitly acknowledges some affinity with Fel-
ski's work, an affinity also noted in Craig Martin’s recent attempt to make sense
of postcritique in the pages of this journal,® inevitably forms part of read-
ing Storm in this moment. However, as has been noted by Storm himself and
others,® the argument in Metamodernism, broad as it is in scope and delib-
erate as it is in decentralising an American and Euro-American argument, is

4 Storm, Metamodernism, 20.

5 Gerhard van den Heever, “Introduction: Reflections on the Ampersand: A Manifesto
of Sorts, Etc. Etc.,” Relig. Theol. 26, no. 1-2 (2019): 1-39, https://doi.org/10.163/15743012
-02601008.

Storm, Metamodernism, 238, 251-252, 273.
Van den Heever, “Reflections on the Ampersand’, 28-29, reminds us of the court cases
that informed the split in the United States of America, again remind of these different
histories in the pages of this journal.

8 Craig Martin, “Attempting to Make Sense of Postcritique, or, 'm Confused,” Relig. Theol.
29, no. 3&4 (2022): 346, https://doi.org/10.1163/15743012-bjaioo42.

9 Wouter . Hanegraaf, “‘Metamodernism. Provincializing American Theory,” Religious Stud-
ies Review 48, no. 4 (2022): 509—512, https://doi.org/10.1111/rsr.16193.
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largely embedded in a peculiar American debate.l® Even as we find ourselves
in conversation with a chorus of voices from this Euro-American context, we
inevitably ask questions from the afterlife of apartheid and the realities of a
South and Southern African environment. A brief engagement with our read-
ing of Metamodernism will assist in situating the more particular explorations
that we outline below.

3 Metamodernism

As will become clear, we are not inclined to explore some kind of “metamod-
ern theory” and are hesitant to read Storm from such a perspective. Storm
notes that the notion of metamodernism was introduced late in the writing
process!! and that he sought to steer clear of the language of a strong meta-
modern period or paradigm.? Our hesitancy is, perhaps, born more out of
our commitment to a project of decolonisation, which entails decentring a
Euro-American hegemony in the humanities and higher education more gen-
erally.!13 One aspect of the problem in question is perhaps illustrated by Storm’s
acknowledgement of the Euro-American character of much of what goes under
the name of postmodernism, noting how “philosophers in the rest of the world
often wondered about whether they could be ‘postmodern before being mod-
ern’”** The linear progression that is implied by a word like “before” should raise
its own questions,’® but the admission that the problems addressed in Meta-
modernism were never as universal as their exponents pretended, is key. The
logic of Storm’s decentring of a Euro-American discourse should presuppose
that the terms for a global dialogue must be set through various local contri-
butions.’® Our response to a constructive vision for the humanities seeks to do
exactly that.

10 Storm, Metamodernism, 10.

11 Storm briefly relates that the book was initially reviewed under a different title and states
that he had to “scramble around or think a little bit” when, during the review process,
he was pushed to be associated with a broader intellectual movement, Erik Haines, “The
Future of Religious Studies & Metamodernism w/ Jason A. Josephson Storm,” Integral [+]
Facticity,1 March 2023, podcast, 118:38, at 2:42, https://medium.com/integral-facticity/the
-future-of-religious-studies-metamodernism-w-jason-a-j-storm-b6baddfdzcdc.

12 Storm, Metamodernism, 17-18.

13 Storm, too, states a strong commitment in this regard, but extends for us to the reception
of this response to a crisis of American origin, Storm, Metamodernism, 25, 277, 280.

14  Storm, Metamodernism, 12.

15  Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New
Haven, CT; London: Yale University Press, 2010), 45-49.

16 Walter D. Mignolo dedicates the first chapter of his book, The Darker Side of Western
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It is clear, however, that Storm responds to the debate about what he
describes as modernism and postmodernism as it plays out in a particular
way in American culture wars. It is this clash that Metamodernism seeks to
go beyond. It does this by effecting an Aufhebung that simultaneously negates
and affirms certain aspects of both gestures by lifting them up to something
else (this lifting up can be seen everywhere he uses the term “meta,” and partly
explains the book’s title, Metamodernism). What is retained in modernism is
abstraction and generalisation!” — even the possibility of moving to some kind
of god’s-eye view, albeit one that has been thoroughly rethought (and, in this
rethinking, it is raised to a different level of the meta).!® What is negated is
modernism’s naive essentialist assumptive logic. In contrast to what is negated
in modernism, what is retained in postmodernism is anti-essentialism/social
constructionism. Then, in contrast to what is affirmed in modernism, what is
negated in postmodernism’s gesture of autocritique is the essentialisation of
anti-essentialism or, put differently, entrapment in an unceasingly deconstruc-
tive posture and the concomitant proliferation of disciplinary deterioration.
Simply put, what Storm proposes in his book is a way to abstract and generalise
that has internalised anti-essentialism in its abstraction and generalisation; it is
a simultaneous deconstructive and reconstructive posture. His process social
ontology, as well as the theory of social kinds he works out throughout it, is
what this posture looks like in concrete terms.

In brief, therefore, the issue with both modernism and postmodernism is
their relationship to the fallacious concept of knowledge as certainty (which
modernism dogmatically affirms and postmodernism dogmatically rejects).
Storm’s proposal is for a more cautious and less dogmatic application of these
suspicions.!® Although Storm formally and repeatedly presents his work as in
some way “balancing,” the argument seems to clearly lean towards the post-

Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options, Latin America Otherwise: Languages,
Empires, Nations (Durham, NC; London: Duke University Press, 2011), 27-74, to setting
such a stage where different interlocutors from various contexts can interact with one
another without the assumptive logic of any particular logic dominating the discourse.
Mignolo calls this hoped-for global situation pluriversality. We point this out to note
that although Storm’s theory noticeably bears the marks of a Euro-American context,
he, too, is gesturing at a discursive approach that overlaps with the one we find in
Mignolo.

17 “From the vantage of postmodernism, metamodernism may look like modernism ...
because it undermines Eurocentrist universalism without altogether rejecting generaliza-
tions,” Storm, Metamodernism, 277.

18  “Perhaps a god’s eye view comes not from a singular vision but from many eyes,” Storm,
Metamodernism, 20.

19 Storm, Metamodernism, 218.
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modern — at times described with “deconstruction” or “poststructuralism.”20
Although, for some, it might be disappointing to learn at the end of Storm’s
work that “there are poststructuralists in the guest bedroom,”! the entire argu-
ment seems to primarily revolve around an engagement with these very post-
structuralists that has characteristics of a proposal to reform a movement that
went astray and to use its very tools to “work through it and past it.”22 If Storm
is read as another proposed “postcritique,” then Martin’s “confusion”?3 would
probably apply here, too. The tools of critique are not left behind but reworked
and put to use for the development of a constructive agenda.

Storm’s actual target, however, is not just some vaguely described postmod-
ernism, but more specifically, it is postmodernism,. Storm uses this subscript
to distinguish between the thinkers (Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze, etc.) who are
considered to be canonical for postmodernism, (these thinkers are heuristi-
cally grouped together as postmodernism,), and postmodernism itself (post-
modernismy,). The original postmodernists (postmodernism,) were, therefore,
not postmodernists (postmodernism,). The specific feature of postmod-
ernism, that Storm critiques is a dogmatic fixation with “1) antirealism; 2)
disciplinary autocritiques; 3) the linguistic turn; 4) a broad climate of skepti-
cism; and 5) ethical nihilism ... [italics in the original].”?* We observe that even
in postmodernism,, there was strong resistance to being associated with this
kind of dogmatic autocritique — a point that Storm also makes.25 Derrida,
for example, strongly rejected the charge that deconstruction is nihilism —
a point for which philosopher and radical theologian John D. Caputo devel-
oped an approach to both hermeneutics and theology to affirm (we will revisit
Caputo later).26 Storm’s Metamodernism fleshes out a discursive terrain that

20 Storm, Metamodernism, 11.

21 Paul Nedelisky, “Toward a Serious Inquiry into Human Life: Riding the Waves of Metare-
alism,” The Hedgehog Review 24, no. 2 (2022), https://hedgehogreview.com/issues/the-use
-and-abuse-of-history/articles/toward-a-serious-inquiry-into-human-life.

22 Storm, Metamodernism, 15.

23 Martin, “Attempting to Make Sense of Postcritique,” 363.

24 Storm, Metamodernism, 278.

25  “While it would not be hard to argue that ‘real postmodernism’ has never been tried, there
was nevertheless areality to the appearance. Scholars in a range of fields treated postmod-
ernism as a coherent movement, and they either adopted some of the insights popularly
attributed to it or they defined their work in polemical opposition to what they imagined
postmodernism to be. It was this which actually gave birth to postmodernism as a schol-
arly paradigm,” Storm, Metamodernism, 277—278.

26  John D. Caputo’s The Weakness of God: A Theology of The Event, Indiana Series in the Phi-
losophy of Religion (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), 109, emphasises
the notion of event in both Derrida and Deleuze (postmodernism,) to highlight the pos-
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has laboured through the autocratical gestures of postmodernism (which are
dogmatised by postmodernism,) so as to accentuate the constructive possi-
bilities of postmodernism — which the thinkers clustered here as postmod-
ernism,; already gestured at (but, arguably, did not ultimately realise), partic-
ularly because they sought to distance themselves from postmodernism,. This
might partially explain why Storm seems to sound a lot like what some would
describe as a postmodernist in the end.

As ambitious as Storm’s project is, and it is immensely ambitious, he does
seem hesitant about the idea that a fully developed metamodern theory has
already been put forward. Rather, his attention is focused on particular prob-
lems that are being addressed in a particular way — these are problems asso-
ciated with a specific era and the development of postmodernism, which he
seeks to address. Our response is focused on two of these contributions: social
kinds — which Storm describes as the central chapter of the book — and the
proposed constructive project for the humanities — which, although noted as
a later turn in the work, seems to capture the intent of where Storm proposes
this project moves towards.

What we attempt below is to test and respond to two very specific pro-
posals that Storm makes and to do so while probing the place of theology in
the humanities in the southern part of Africa in an intellectual environment
that seeks to grapple with the hegemony of a Euro-American tradition that
Storm seeks to subvert and “reduplicate”?” in order to chart a new course. In
the next section we briefly explore potential openings through which Strom’s
theory of social kinds and some of the work already being done in theology
can be brought into conversation with one another. We do this by discussing
two ways in which what theory of social kinds elucidates is recognisable in
theology: firstly, a way in which theology itself can be understood to be a
social kind and, secondly, a way in which even theology’s referent - God -
can be understood as a social kind. Here we do not extensively reflect on
every aspect of Storm’s systematic treatment of social kinds, but merely tease
out strong connections between Storm and some of the work already being
done.

itive constructive movement of deconstruction. We point this out here to anticipate the
point we will make below that Caputo and Storm both end up in a shared third discursive
plain.

27 Storm, Metamodernism, 15.
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4 Social Kinds and an Agenda for Theology

At the heart of Storm’s argument is his account of social kinds. Given the place
from which we are responding, the implication of doing theology through the
notion of social kinds as part of the broader research programme of the human-
ities seems to be of particular interest. On the one hand, there is a sense in
which this is inevitably already what much of theological work does, which
we extensively discuss below. On the other hand, exactly in as much as there
are seeming overlaps between what theologians of a certain persuasion have
been exploring and Storm’s theoretical proposal, his proposal on this partic-
ular point could potentially provide part of a framework for thinking on how
theology exists within the broader humanities.

It needn’t be repeated that what goes under the name of theology is notori-
ously broad. Even if we limit ourselves here to the understanding that theology
implies working within what is broadly considered a specific faith tradition,
and in our context almost exclusively within Christianity, the development of
distinct disciplines under this name presupposes this understanding.2® At the
most basic level, theologians should be able to recognise that what they are
reflecting on are social kinds.

Coming from religious studies, Storm’s examples of social kinds often over-
lap with aspects that would also form the objects of study in theology — whether
religious rituals or communities. A first entry point for systematic theology
could be to note that the nature of ecumenical theology gives tacit acknowl-
edgement of the fact that we already think of theology along the lines of social
kinds. The fact that we can identify theological arguments and ideas as emerg-
ing from and speaking to particular ecclesial traditions implies that what is
being studied is what Strom calls a social kind. When the same questions are
responded to from the perspective of a tradition with a different history, dif-
ferent answers will emerge. A particular social community in a particular his-
torical tradition at a particular time and place causatively forms a theological
language and ritualistic practices and is, itself, causatively bound to such lan-
guage and practices that are inherited over time.

More specific to our own background, the objective of the strong emphasis
on contextual theologies?? has, for decades, been to gain an understanding of
how different social realities inform the theological discourses and commit-

28  Even within these disciplines, broad interdisciplinary borrowing is constantly visible, Van
den Heever, “Reflections on the Ampersand,” 32.

29  Here, we deliberately have in mind a broad and inclusive understanding of a family of
approaches that could include foci on socio-political struggles or indigenous cultures and
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ments that arose. Constructive proposals on theological language were also
deliberately aimed at producing meaningful discourses, practices, rituals, and
images that would relate to particular social contexts, with a view to contribut-
ing to socially constructed phenomena.?® What arose are theological ideas or
religious practices that are transparently, causally socially constructed in order
to inform socio-political action or analysis.3!

It perhaps goes without saying, but warrants mentioning, that theology does
not directly study God — not in any way that would make God an object that
can be separated from human discourses, rituals, experiences, and communi-
ties, that is, something that can be studied as a phenomenon independent of
how it is conceived by human minds. Even an introductory textbook cannot
get past this. McGrath states that “where theology was once thought of as the
discourse about God, it now becomes an analysis of religious beliefs.”32 While a
debate might still exist on whether theology could also be more than this, even
a cursory glance at theological literature should make it clear that theologians
study and write about “mind-dependent” phenomena — things that are socially
constructed, or better, social kinds.33

languages, see, for example, Joseph Ogbonnaya, “African Liberative Theologies,” in Intro-
ducing Liberative Theologies, ed. Miguel A. De la Torre (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2016), 26—46.

30  Examples would be too many to list, but well-known typologies are those of Stephen
B. Bevans in Models of Contextual Theology, Faith and Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002)
and Angie Pears in Doing Contextual Theology (Abingdon; New York, NY: Routledge, 2010).
The key characteristic that is of concern here is the methodological choice of consciously
forming theological language to address particular social situations, e.g., Nico Botha, “If
Everything is Contextualisation, Nothing is Contextualisation: Historical, Methodological
and Epistemological Perspectives,” Missionalia 38, no. 2 (2010): 181-196, https://hdl.handle
.net/10520/EJC76148, and Gerald O. West, “Liberation Hermeneutics after Liberation in
South Africa,” in Trajectories of Religion in Africa, ed. Cephas N. Omenyo and Eric B. Anum,
Studies in World Christianity and Interreligious Relations 48 (Leiden; Boston, MA: Brill,
2014), 341-381, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401210577_022.

31 We could take a different route to a similar conclusion through Robin Gill's Sociological
Theology series, Theology in a Social Context: Sociological Theology vol. 1, Ashgate Contem-
porary Ecclesiology (Farnham; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), Theology Shaped by Society:
Sociological Theology vol. 2, Ashgate Contemporary Ecclesiology (Farnham; Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2012), and Society Shaped by Theology: Sociological Theology vol. 3, Ashgate
Contemporary Ecclesiology (Farnham; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), which, through an
entire career, traces theology as it is both formed by society, but also how theological ideas
in turn form society, or Christine Helmer’s reminder that doctrine is both shaped by the
social world and shapes the social world, Christine Helmer, Theology and the End of Doc-
trine (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2014), 164.

32 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Pub-
lishing, 2001), 138.

33 Storm, Metamodernism, 112.
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When moving past the clear social practices of ecclesial communities or the-
ological language that was informed by deliberate or inevitable social practices
and communities, approaching theology as socially constructed can assist in
deepening our understanding of the commitments that shape our world. In the
book, Theology and the End of Doctrine, Christine Helmer focuses on that which
carries ideas of permanence and doctrine and concludes that, in the end, doc-
trine is a social construction “all the way down.”3* But the work of doctrine is
to form and inform the Christian community (and to demarcate it from other
Christian communities or other communities). If it is indeed stability rather
than change that is the more noteworthy aspect of social kinds,3> then the per-
ceived permanence of doctrine, and its work across multiple generations,36 is
of particular interest. In Storm’s framework, doctrine could be described as a
key anchoring mechanism in that it provides a thick description of how a par-
ticular social community constitutes itself.3

What Van den Heever previously proposed as “simply pursuing humanis-
tic studies”® similarly argues for specifically the work on discourse (opened
up broadly in terms of what is included) that blurs the lines between religious
studies and theology, and Storm’s social kinds, clusters of power and anchor-
ing mechanisms could provide lenses through which both “insiders” and “out-
siders” could work to understand and form social groups who identify with
particular identities that rely on theological convictions.

However, to truly explore what it would mean to do theology as part of the
humanities, we need to note the limits to Helmer’s “social construction all the
way down.” Helmer argues for doctrine as socially constructed from a Barthian
view, which insists on the human work of theology as something fundamen-
tally different from God — theology is socially constructed but God is “real.”3?

34  Helmer, Theology and the End of Doctrine, 149-153.

35 Storm, Metamodernism, 140.

36  George J. van Wyngaard, “In Search of Repair: Critical White Responses to Whiteness as a
Theological Problem — A South African Contribution” (unpublished PhD thesis, Amster-
dam: Vrije Universiteit, 2019), 249.

37  Storm’s description of dynamic-nominalist anchoring (pp. 19—-121) is most apt here, but
his reminder that his typology of anchoring mechanisms is provisional is important. That
theology is key in the making and maintaining of religious communities is clear, but the
ways in which it functions in practice require further investigation. Such investigation is
visible in the work on, for example, ecclesiology and ethnography that has risen to promi-
nence in recent years, e.g., Jonas Idestrom, “Ecclesiology and Ethnography — Issues and
Dilemmas in a Conversation,” International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church
19, 1no. 4 (2019): 302—322, https://doi.org/10.1080/1474225X.2019.1692181.

38  Vanden Heever, “Reflections on the Ampersand,” 33.

39  Helmer, Theology and the End of Doctrine, 152.
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Yet, this distinction seems to be caught in the very anxiety around social con-
struction that Storm responds to.*?

If we follow Storm in his approach to social kinds, and the critique of a
distinction between what is socially constructed and what is real, then there
is no mention of God that can be bracketed from social processes. Relegat-
ing God to that which is neither a natural kind nor a social kind, in other
words, that which is wholly “wholly other” would also, inevitably, raise the
question of whether our language is, in any way, referential to this wholly
other. This move enables Barth to maintain that God can remain untouch-
able by any metaphysical critique, but the trade-off is that no metaphysical
support for God can be proffered.#! Yet, where Helmer’s social construction
inevitably draws on human finitude (God is real, but theology cannot speak
outside of our social processes), Storm’s social kinds call forth a more con-
structive reading where social kinds are not “not-real,” and we then have to
ask about the referent of theological language. While we could respond to
Helmer’s argument on God by pointing out that any mention of “God” is bound
to the same kind of doctrinal work that talk of any other doctrinal develop-
ment would be, that, in itself, does not assist with the question of how, then, to
speak of God within our research agendas when we are fully cognisant of the
way in which this referent emerges from particular historical and social pro-
cesses.

There are, however, theological thinkers who do not opt for a bracketing of
the referent (the move we have just seen with Helmer through Barth), but who
also do not opt for a dogmatically materialist rejection of God. This allows for
a tentative and provisional, yet positively articulated, notion of God. For exam-
ple, Caputo, in his adoption of Derrida’s coinage “hauntology” — particularly as
he thinks of God hauntologically rather than ontologically — shows an attempt
to still speak positively, even if it disrupts the spatio-temporal closure of pres-
ence.*?

Storm’s minimal ontology is intended to specifically exclude “the implicit
ontology of a typical (if exaggerated) poststructuralism that has totally rejected

40 Storm, Metamodernism, 29—46.

41 John D. Caputo, The Insistence of God: A Theology of Perhaps, Indiana Series in the Philos-
ophy of Religion (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2013), 99.

42 The word play (ontology/hauntology) is not meant to be a replacement of ontology, but to
signal the way in which ontology is exposed to the past and the future. In other words, it
is meant to challenge the closure of ontology to some kind of self-contained static “now.”
This makes it comparable to Storm’s process social ontology which posits that movement
is the norm and stasis is the peculiarity.
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the idea of stable reference,”® but Caputo’s radical theology, with its explicitly
Derridean exploration, does not go there. Caputo states:

To insist upon a mediated contact with the real does not destroy contact
with the real; it explains it, including explaining why we have consider-
ably richer and more complex contact with the real than does the tree
outside the window with the breeze bending its limbs. This is hermeneu-
tics, seeking an interpretive angle of entry into the world, not a theory of
linguistic idealism or a claim that we are locked inside a prison house of
signifiers.*+

Consequently, for Caputo, it is mistaken to only say God (the referent of the-
ological language) does not exist, and he continues to say that the referent
insists. The notion that God insists means that the name of God refers to
a (haunting) possibility rather than an actuality (ontology) — God is a may-
being; a provocation, an alluring, risky “perhaps.” Insistence and existence must
always be thought together in a chiasmic nature; where the notion of existence
refers to what is, and the notion of insistence refers to the insistent possibili-
ties for what is to be otherwise, that occasions its unfixed nature. Insistence is
unthinkable without existence, and vice-versa (provided we understand exis-
tence as irreducibly processual). What Caputo does, following Derrida, is not to
reject the notion of stable reference but to say that reference is relatively sta-
ble, which inversely means it is relatively unstable — a point on which Storm
and Caputo agree. Caputo states:

If we have reasons for clinging to the language of “being” — and decon-
struction has not come into the world to abolish words like being or pres-
ence but to show their endless recontextualizability — then the idea would
be to keep being as fluid and as “plastic” as possible and to keep being in
flux ...45

For Caputo, this limit is the reason why meaning is possible (which is what
Derrida’s notion of the impossibility of translation means — that which under-
mines a pure transmission of meaning is precisely the reason why translation,
as something impure or mediated, is possible). Far from a rejection of stable

43 Storm, Metamodernism, 164.

44 Caputo, Insistence of God, 105-106.

45  John D. Caputo, Specters of God: An Anatomy of the Apophatic Imagination (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 2022), 247.
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reference, the notion that the stability of reference is relative is a description
of how reference happens, and an affirmation of it. We are not locked into lan-
guage games; rather, our interaction with reality is always mediated.

This is similar to Storm’s approach of invoking the notion of metarealism to
explain that it is not only that which exists as mind-independent that is real.#6
By thinking of God that way, Caputo evades both realist and antirealist dogma-
tisms. More than this, by invoking insistence, he, in his own terms, gestures to
what Storm unpacks as the notion of metarealism. Caputo elaborates the rela-
tionship between beings (who exist materially and would generally be accepted
as mind-independently real) and God (who does not exist as a material object
and whose state of being real is not mind-independent). This notion of insis-
tence, then, elucidates Caputo’s sense of the way human beings are affected by
that which they call God. More specifically, for Caputo, God is one of the names
that communities use as they grapple with this state of being gripped, and not
the name of an agent that grips. The names and conceptions of “God” are there-
fore historically contingent (God does not exist mind-independently), but the
effect they perpetuate, even as they are produced to name (note the Niksvab-
hava relationship between the effect and the historically contingent names and
concepts), insists (mind-dependently real).*” For Caputo, therefore, there is no
safe distance between God and discourse. At every level, therefore, theology is
situatable within the humanities.

What we find is an approach to theology where, on the one hand, any sort
of two-world thinking that tries to protect the referent of theology (God) and,
on the other hand, even one-world thinking that rejects God on the basis of a
reductive sense of the real (where only mind-independence is recognised as
real) are both evaded, situating theology more radically in the humanities in
a broader sense. When theology comes to this discursive table in a more open
manner, holding nothing back — seeing that it has forfeited its celestial insur-
ance policy — the future of the humanities heightens the stakes for theology,
too. Given where we are situated, this understanding of theology ties directly
with the second moment in Storm’s work that we wish to explore: a construc-
tive proposal for the humanities. What theology does, is to speak directly to
this social world in seeking to understand how certain classes of kinds form

46  Storm, Metamodernism, 41-46.

47  Caputo opens this up to the possibility that what insists in the name of God not only
exceeds the names and concepts for God but also exceeds human experience, which
comes close to the way Storm’s hylosemiotics exceeds anthropocentrism. Caputo, Insis-
tence of God, 170, writes: “Perhaps the chasm reaches farther and wider than the insistence
of God. Perhaps it extends to the insistence of the world ...”

RELIGION & THEOLOGY 30 (2023) 395-417



408 SINGATA AND VAN WYNGAARD

themselves in relation to particular historical discourses and through contem-
porary practices and to ask how theological language and practices embedded
in communities who find their identity in relation to what we call God, should
be employed for the sake of this social world. Effectively, theological language
often informs our constructive proposals for what we should be involved with,
and the constructive proposals for what is good for society often intersect with
the language of theology.

5 Relational Rehumanisation and the Future of the Humanities

Before we can attempt to propose a way forward, we must return to the heart of
our exploration: what, then, of theology in the humanities? Perhaps theology
under the sign of the negative, at times, also sought to prove its academic worth
by expunging values and commitments from its academic work, but, generally,
theological discourse is replete with constructive visions for the world*® and
often closely tied to communities who concretely work towards these visions.
Can such theological visions contribute towards a constructive proposal for the
humanities, and, if so, what would such a proposal look like?

Storm sets his constructive agenda right at the outset, remarking that “[a]fter
something has been destroyed, something new must be built.”*® As parents of
young children ourselves, living in a time when climate agreement after cli-
mate agreement is reneged on and nuclear war has entered the international
discourse again, we understand the wish to “build a better world for the next
generation.”>?

For all Storm’s qualification of the focus on Happiness, an instinctive suspi-
cion is called forth in the context of 50% youth unemployment, a life expec-
tancy below 65, rat-infested housing, the ongoing rape of women that is like
background static in society and a country that is the epicentre of the AIDS
pandemic, all amidst the extreme opulence of luxury estate living — abstractly
reminded about when we repeatedly best the rankings of the most unequal
country in the world. Perhaps, here, the question of the humanities in at least

48  Inrespect of Storm’s use of the notion of human flourishing, the ease with which the lan-
guage of flourishing has been drawn upon in Christian soteriological reflection is perhaps
one reminder that what Christian theologians reflect on when considering the meaning
of salvation often overlaps with other visions of the good for society. An example of this
is Nadia Marais, “Imagining Human Flourishing? A Systematic Theological Exploration of
Contemporary Soteriological Discourses” (PhD thesis, University of Stellenbosch, 2015).

49 Storm, Metamodernism, X.

50 Storm, Metamodernism, xi.
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parts of the Global South becomes most acute: the notion of value-free human-
ities is not an option in the context from which we work. The humanities
are expected to be committed to the development of society in a construc-
tive manner®! and to continue to contribute to the work of decolonisation and
reconstruction.52 While this does not preclude debates about how personal
religious convictions should inform academic commitments,3 that academic
work should have an agenda that constructively contributes to society is not
denied. The problem Storm responds to in the first part of chapter seven is not
the primary concern facing us in our context at this time.

Storm’s treatment of Happiness already signifies a key problem: structural
conditions can make it largely impossible for some people to live a meaningful
life.5* This tension makes up the final paragraphs of his constructive proposal
for the humanities. He notes that “many people on this planet are not in a posi-
tion to work toward their own full flourishing.”5> He brings us back to the heart
of liberation, and in South Africa, black consciousness, by pointing to the need
for what Freire describes in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, but does leave a tension
when equating this with a politics of “compassion and uplift.”>6 For Freire and
black consciousness, the actor working for liberation was to be the oppressed.
When Storm briefly slips into a call for compassion and uplift as the response
required by the constructive vision of Revolutionary Happiness and the impos-
sibility of human flourishing for many, then this actor seems to become one

51 It should be noted that such a commitment does not necessarily imply a positive contri-
bution. That the political and community work of those in the humanities should remain
a matter of critical debate is not disputed, but the problem is not value neutrality in that
case.

52 One of us is a lecturer at, and the other a student alumnus of, the flagship honours mod-
ule on decoloniality of the College of Human Sciences at the University of South Africa.
This module serves as a reminder that, in this context, the commitment of the human-
ities to a constructive agenda and to the betterment of local communities is key — the
entire module was designed to bring students from different disciplinary backgrounds
into conversation with their local communities and to build community programmes that
will have a positive impact. Here, Freire’s pedagogy, which comes as a final critical call in
Storm’s work, forms the foundation of the module approach, and a broad humanising
agenda, drawing in particular from African philosophy, the basic theoretical drive.

53  This particular debate between theology and religious studies (Helmer, Theology and the
End of Doctrine, 156-157), at times, makes its way into Storm’s argument (Storm, Metamod-
ernism, 238, 273), but work in the “sign of the negative” is more specifically about the way
in which values are reduced to negative statements and a confusion of ethics and episte-
mology, Storm, Metamodernism, 241.

54 Storm, Metamodernism, 260.

55 Storm, Metamodernism, 274.

56 Storm, Metamodernism, 274.
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working “on behalf of” those for whom Happiness is an impossibility. Perhaps
too much is read into this tension, yet it begs exploring.

This slip is one of a few points in the seventh chapter of the book where
possible conceptual tensions created by the notion of Happiness as human
flourishing can be noted. In these moments, Storm anticipates pushback on
the possible tension, as can be seen when he points these out and assures
the reader that is not what he has in mind. Another example of this, which is
connected to the language of compassion and uplift already noted, is the pos-
sibility that the language of human flourishing always risks the presumption
of pre-existing material conditions that are not attainable by some (and, more
critically, that may not be attainable by some).

Storm’s Revolutionary resolution is deeply tied to notions of compassion
and relationality. This resolution is a personal quest for a meaningful life, for
Happiness,5” but the personal desire for a meaningful life is something that
should be extended to all — compassion is the virtue that should transcend
other virtues.>® In essence, this seems to be an example of the “golden rule”
or even the call to love one’s neighbour. We will return to the limitation of
individual desire later. The tension in this relationality is also palpable. The
notion that there are people in the world who, due to structural inequalities
and oppression, are not able to begin to work toward human flourishing5°
seems to be at odds with the implications of the notion that both oppressor
and oppressed exist in a more fundamentally relational manner® — which is a
relationality that makes it inconceivable that some people can flourish while
others are destitute (at least in terms of the kind of flourishing Storm is refer-
ring to here). After all, if some people — presumably those who are not as
encumbered by structural issues — are more able to aim for flourishing than
others, does this not mean that the flourishing for which they can aim cannot
be the flourishing that comes out of the kind of relationality that Storm refers
to?

While Storm’s concern is with a critique that has no vision of repair, a decon-
struction without construction, the reverse concern of a constructive vision
that is not able to critically note what is wrong with the world should be
equally noted. Bretherton, drawing on a form of virtue ethics, notes that what
we require “sits on the cusp between critique and repair, treading an uneasy
line between a prophetic no and an eschatological yes, between an apophatic

57 Storm, Metamodernism, 260.
58 Storm, Metamodernism, 264.
59 Storm, Metamodernism, 274.
60 Storm, Metamodernism, 268.
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negation and a cataphatic construction.”®! In the language of the Confession
of Belhar, a confessing “yes” calls forth a confessing “no.”6? If the hope is for
human flourishing, then the critique of power that perpetuates the impossibil-
ity of such flourishing remains crucial.

In fact, without needing to reject Storm’s observation concerning a
“deconstruction” for its own sake, that hardly seems to capture the full extent
of critique and deconstruction. In the words of Tally: “Critique therefore has a
fundamentally political vocation: it is called to challenge the forces of the status
quo, to oppose the tyranny of ‘what is’ and to seek out potential alternatives.”63
In the language of Christian theology, this is about the way in which sin and
salvation are intertwined, and how visions of salvation* and the naming and
analysing of that which leads to death cannot be separated.5®> We need to be
able to constructively articulate a salvific vision in order to name sin, and to
name sin in order to constructively state a salvific vision.56

But what, then, is a constructive vision and what is the disruption that such
a vision responds to? Storm notes African philosophy’s emphasis on becoming
human as one example of the near universal set of constructive visions that can
be drawn on in the humanities.5” Magobe Ramose succinctly states the prob-
lem and the constructive vision in front of us as follows:

The basic thrust of Western colonisation in its various historical man-
ifestations to date involves the stubborn refusal to treat “the other” as
a human being ... The ethical-historical counter to dehumanisation is
learning to be human. It is indeed a life-long learning68

61 Luke Bretherton, “Political Theology, Radical Democracy, and Virtue Ethics; or Alisdair
Maclntyre and the Paradoxes of a Revolutionary Consciousness,” Political Theology 22,
no. 7 (2021): 634, https://doi.org/10.1080/1462317X.2020.1867406.

62 “The Confession of Belhar,” https://kerkargief.co.za/doks/bely/CF_Belhar.pdf.

63  Robert T. Tally, For a Ruthless Critique of Everything (Winchester; Washington, DC: Zero
Books, 2022), 4.

64  Itmightrequire stating explicitly that salvation, in the sense we use it, is not and can never
be reduced to “heaven or some other postmortem existence” but must be about “life on
earth,” Storm, Metamodernism, 258.

65  Yolande Steenkamp, “Doing Hamartiology in South Africa,” Journal of Systematic Theology
3, no. 2 (2023): 1-59, https://journalofsystematictheology.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/
07/7-jul-18.02-Vol-3-Issue-2.pdf.

66  Foraclassic example of this structure in the traditions that we are drawing from, see Albert
Nolan’s God in South Africa (Cape Town: David Philip, 1988) where this exact framework
is applied to the situation in apartheid South Africa.

67 Storm, Metamodernism, 259.

68 Magobe B. Ramose, “Critique of Ramon Grosfoguel’s ‘The Epistemic Decolonial Turn,”
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Such a quest for humanisation has been a key aspect of black theology since
its inception in South Africa. When the problem of the underside of moder-
nity, of colonisation and apartheid, is noted as the refusal to acknowledge “the
other” as human, then what is called for is a reimagination of the human. Com-
passion for “the other” is limited outside of deep practices of engagement with
“the other” as fully human. We agree with the problems Storm notes regarding
the difficulty of empathy in as much as we fail to see others as fully human,%°
but from where we work such a reminder was never based on assumptions of
impossibility, but always on the possibility of a gift of “true humanity.”7°
Ramose continues to draw on Steve Biko (together with Freire) and Biko’s
constructive vision that focused on the gift of a new humanity born out of black
consciousness.” Our predecessors in systematic theology at the University of
South Africa, prior to its becoming part of the humanities, also built on these
traditions and spoke of the positive anthropology of black theology.”> They
emphasised the depth of the dehumanisation that accompanied colonisation
and put forward thick theological descriptions regarding the new creation of
the human subject.”® These claims were always expansive to include all peo-

Alternation 27, No. 1 (2020), 303-304, doi.org/10.29086/2519-5476/2020/v27mai4. Simi-
larly, Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, “What Does it Mean to Be Human in the Aftermath of
Mass Trauma and Violence?: Toward the Horizon of an Ethics of Care,” Journal of the Soci-
ety of Christian Ethics 36, no. 2 (2016): 44, doi.org/10.1353/sce.2016.0030, uses the language
of rehumanisation, speaking of a “new mode of being human” or “reparative human-
ism,” and Nigel C. Gibson, Fanonian Practices in South Africa: From Steve Biko to Abahlali
baseMjondolo (Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2011), 70, reads Biko
together with Fanon to speak of a new humanism.

69 Storm, Metamodernism, 271.

70  That the language of the human is fraught with problems should be noted; see Zakiyyah
L. Jackson, Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World (New York, NY:
New York University Press, 2020), 1-36. Suggestions have even been made that the cat-
egory “human” be abandoned, and a different discursive orientation be turned to; see
Calvin L. Warren, Ontological Terror: Blackness, Nihilism, and Emancipation (Durham, NC;
London: Duke University Press, 2018), 169—172. For now, we will just note that while the
trajectory we trace here is not innocent of reproducing some of these problems, there is
a clear awareness that what is required is not inclusion into dominant understandings
of the human but a changed understanding of the human, and a rehumanisation of all.
Part of what the humanities should then work on is critically engaging with the language
of the human for the sake of the human and the broader material world it is in relation
with.

71 Stephen B. Biko, I Write What I Like (Johannesburg: Picador Africa, 2012), 51, 99, 108.

72 Simon S. Maimela, “Man in ‘White’ Theology,” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 36
(1981), 27—42.

73 Takatso A. Mofokeng, The Crucified Among the Crossbearers: Towards a Black Christology
(Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1983), 138-139.
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ple — it was never just about reclaiming black humanity, but about insisting —
similar to what Storm would argue? — that all humanity should be drawn into
such a rehumanisation.”® While theology does not in any way have a monopoly
on the agenda of humanisation, as we have pointed out in previous work,”6
a commitment to rehumanisation was deeply intertwined with theological
reflection at key moments in South African history, and Christian normative
claims have had significant impacts on the formation of an agenda that extends
well beyond the boundaries of Christian theological reflection.

So, what would this suggestion do with human flourishing? It would mean
that flourishing is subsumed by humanity, which in turn is subsumed by rela-
tionality.”” The notion of relationality better fits the zetetic kind of knowledge
that Storm argues for in chapter six,”® in that even as it is a shared goal, it is
a cautious one: a notion of relationality is not only able to anticipate the pos-
sibility of pathological relations but can even explain them, while it can also
struggle against them. This can be seen in that we not only acquire personhood
in relation with other people — dehumanisation also occurs in (pathological)
relation to other people or creatures more broadly. Those who dehumanise or
undermine other people or creatures they relate to undermine the very rela-
tionality to which they are always already bound. For better or for worse, there
is always already relationality, and this exceeds humanity since there is an

74 Storm, Metamodernism, 268.

75 For a fuller discussion, see Van Wyngaard, “In Search of Repair,” 117-182, and Silakhe Sin-
gata, “Eschatology and the Event: The Messianic in John D Caputo’s Radical Theology”
(unpublished Master’s dissertation, University of South Africa, 2022), 93-103.

76  Van Wyngaard, “In Search of Repair,” 133-146.

77  This is what Lewis Gordon argues is Fanon’s humanism in Black Skin’s White Masks. See
“Black Skin, White Masks’ at 70: A Public Conversation with Lewis R. Gordon,” Wake For-
est University African American Studies, 4 November 2022, YouTube video, 55:18, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBwoFe6pnwE. It is also the notion of ubuntu — umntu
ngumntu ngabantu, which means “a person acquires personhood in relation to other peo-
ple”

78  Very succinctly put, zetetic knowledge is the corrective that Storm advances as a synthe-
sis of two mutually exclusive extremes: the assumption that knowledge is certainty that
is affirmed and assumed to be attainable by modernism, and the discursive posture that
terminates in a dogmatic rejection of certainty, but never rises to the level of a positive
knowledge claim, associated here with postmodernism,. Zetetic knowledge synthesises
these two extremes by being able to make positive claims to knowledge but having learnt
from — as opposed to being paralysed by — postmodern anti-essentialism, these claims to
knowledge are modest, tentative, and revisable. This notion helps Storm advance an anti-
essentialist essentialism (historical contingency/social construction is the norm, while
stability is peculiar), or as he puts it, an anti-universalist universalism (where a god’s-eye
view has many eyes).
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entire world that our bodies move through and that moves through our bod-
ies and that is our bodies and that our bodies are, which Storm convincingly
argues in chapter five on hylosemiotics as a theory. So, relationality (not just
with other humans but with the non-human world, too) is always already at
play, and instead of being that which we always fall back on (whether know-
ingly or unknowingly, whether reluctantly or eagerly), it can be taken up as a
positive shared goal.

Rather than an individual desire for meaning that is expanded through com-
passion with others, the vision for the humanities briefly outlined here would
look to rehumanising all of humanity following the disastrous dehumanisa-
tion of colonialism and the ongoing dehumanisation that persists today. This is
fundamentally a relational process where such a rehumanisation is a life-long
process of becoming relational beings.

Reading a too strong difference into these constructive proposals would miss
the point. There are multiple overlaps and agreements, and it is these agree-
ments that emerge from a variety of sources that should draw our attention
first. However, the quest for true humanity, approached through a relational-
ity that is foundational to becoming human, places a different emphasis on
the individual search for meaning that, through compassion, we seek to make
available to all. Rather than propose a goal for research in the humanities, we
must note that the constructive agenda, emerging from the struggle against
apartheid and colonialism, was handed down. We are picking up the baton.

6 Conclusion

Our engagement, in our own analysis, is unashamedly generous, following
Storm’s request for exactly this.”? However, we are hesitant to make strong
claims of a new era or philosophy with some universal claim. Storm’s reminder
that many scholars who are labelled postmodern but who never labelled them-
selves as such is perhaps also relevant to this response — we appreciatively note
points of convergence without seeing the need to adopt the name or the label
of a school or an era. We are also hesitant to make claims about perceptions of
fundamental breaks when Storm’s work admittedly remains indebted to much
of what it responds to.

We note this not as a point of critique. Instead, because of this we can recog-
nise affinities with what Storm proposes and yet respond by drawing on the

79 Storm, Metamodernism, 8.
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insistence of that which is key where we work from and insist on the freedom
to work through the history of Euro-American philosophies without that being
overdetermined by the contemporary crisis in American universities.

The movement of theology into the humanities in the wake of apartheid
remains underdeveloped, and Storm’s theoretical intervention provides a basis
from which to think through this. At most, we hoped to explore the possi-
bility of a reimagination of the task of theology through the notion of social
kinds. However, this same place from which we are thinking has also yielded
a constructive vision on the task of the humanities (and of humanity) which
likely inform some of our questions with the limitations that Revolutionary
Happiness seem to run into, while also contributing another voice to such a
constructive vision. From the context in which we work, commitment is not
rejected, but insisted on as part of the reconstructive and ongoing liberatory
work following our particular history of colonialism and apartheid. Working for
the rehumanisation of society, that is, for becoming human as relational beings,
seems to speak to both the depths of the problem of the history of colonialism
and a constructive vision for the humanities today.
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