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ABSTRACT

THE PROBLEM OF AUDIENCE: A STUDY OF DURBAN WORKER POETRY

Steve Kromberg, M.A. university of the Witwatersrand, 1993.

This dissertation shows how both poets and their audiences have
played a central role in the em~J:gence of Durban W'or.k:erpoetry. A
review of c:ritical responses to worker poetry concludes that
insufficient attention has been paid to questions of audience.
Performances of worke.1:~poetry are ana'l yaed , highlightin.g the
ccnvent.Lena used by t:t;~eaudience when;pa:eticipating i1'1and
~:~valuiiting the poetry., Social t politicaJ .. and literary factors which
have :i:nflu~~nced the audience of worker poetrry are explored, as are
the factors which led to the emergence of woz'ke r poetry. Ix).
d.'iscu8sing 'I~heinfluence of the Zulu izil:>or.lgo (praise }.-Ioetry) on
w(,rker poed;y, particuitar at tent.Lcn is plaid to formal and
p'~!rformativE:\ qualities:~ The waye in Which worker poetry has been
utilised by ~~oth poets .and aud Lence as a powerful intellectua\l
r~~SOllrce ar-;~\\debated. ~?,in..ally, the implications of publishing
wl:brker poetr}\\ via the IT,\eo.iaof print, audio-cassettes and
v,:(.deo-Caf.lsett\~s are d.i.a,'\ciissed.
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international journals. Local video crews focused their camera~

INT.RODUCTION

Ir.,itiated~y a small group of workers involved i!l.lh.~
lislY, worker poetry has arguably the largest audience oXi,any
modern poetry in South Africa - with perhaps the single exception
of Mzwakhe Mbuli's pLotest poetry.1 ~t the time this research was
conduct.ed, in 198~. wox'ker poetry was constantly expanding its
houndaries. The poets ent.husiastically engaged in stylist.ic
innvv&tion and reached out to ~mbrace new ~udiences. They took
their p,oet:ry-beyond the labour movement, performing at 11\\lass

\

rallies held in the name of the United Detl1ocra*:.icFront and the
African National Congress. Thej.r poetry increasingly reflected
this shift as they addressed broader political issues. Although

, )J

the poetry had been pu~+ished before, new jouthals and
anthologi~s which ar.tively catered for their work began to appear
and the worker poets wer~ invited to submit their work to

on the performances~. sound engineers offered their skills and
sophisticated equipment to record the poems and the poetry began
to find its way into university curricula.

1. With the exception of a few national rallies and cultural
festivals, the Durban worker poets have generally been
limited to local and regional audiences. Mbuli/s work, as
will be discussed later, has reached a more national
audience. through virtually everv poua i.b'Lemedium.

1
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its emergence, writers like Bs t kia Mphahlele 1_:7,erewondering if

When I first read Black 1'1ambaRising, the first collection of

wOLker poetry, I sensed that this poetry had t~e potential to

form the base of a strong poetic and literary movement.2 Prior to

thc poetry of the 1at.e seventies had not begun to llrun out, of
/

(;::

gas".3 ~t the time I speculated that worker P9@try, alongside
other c~tural forms more f Lznd y xoct.ed in community and labour

'\"
organisati?ns, had the potential to outlast its predecessors.4

Its org:misational base, ) assumed, 'Wo'i.lldkeep the poets c::'ose

to their audience and ensure the continw3d gro'lhth and development

of the r :>etry.

Before beginning my research I was Lnnoce +-, of the lively

performance cont e lI.t:, having only sef'_J one performance of the

poetry. \N~wert:.heless, it struck me:fS being passionate and
1.'

energetic, combining as it did condemnation, J.amentation,

celebration and critical reflection. In what was apparently the

first worker poem to be performed and published, UPraise Po~mto

Fosatu", Alired Ternbc1Qabula speaks about a worker "consoling

others/ Wiping t.hei.x tears from their eye s " (Sitae lUQclL~1amba

Rising 8). Using the metaphor of a forest to describe the refuge

/!- - - - - - - - - - _.- - - - - - - - - - - -It" - - -. - - - - - - - - - _.- - - - - - - - - - - - - - _,- - - - - - - - - - _ --
'~.

2. A. Sitae, ed., Black M.~mbaRigir,lg; South African WQrl$er POek§.
in_St:r.:ygg;]&.(Dtn.banr Ct..~ture and Working Life Publications,
1989) . <.

3. Personal Lrrt.erv i.ew, 1.8 December 1986.

4. S. KromDE.!rg,"A Review of the African Literature Division at
the University of t.he Witwatersrand", dies., U of
Witwatersrand, January 1987.

e

2

--------------~--=....-..~ ....~ .....U.i.... mnU.II.. PI.. At.. _ ..... ' ... an•••' .. Mlaa •.· .



i/
spies and government officials bent on frustrating the worker's
cause. Not content to simply admire the federat:i,0'nand castigate
hi.s opposition, he also reflects that union leaders in thE!,)past

"

,)

t~ade unions ~rovided to workers, h~says: "Deep in the forest
they hid themselves and/ When they dame out they were free from
fear't. Similarly I the Federation of South African Trade Unions
(Fosatu) is described as, among other things, a RHen with wide

! )

wings" that "Knoweth no discrimination!!. He appeals to Fosatu to
use these wings to "Protect us too so that we gain wisdom".
QabulEl.goes on to celebrate the union federation's act Lve
interventions: IItvlilitantare your sons and daughters/ One wond.er~
what kind of mutl they use" and to satirise the employers, their

have not b~en without fau.lt: "Time and time again we haVd been
electing lea<.iers/...People who knew all our sufferings/ ...But to
our dismay/ After we had appoint-ad them, we placed them on the/
Top of the tnountain, /And they turnel.lagainst us". He calls on
Fosatu ,r.oteach workers about lipast organiE:aticns/ Before we
came/ Tell us about their mistakes so that we may not fall foul
of their mistakes".

"Praise Poem ,to Fosatu" is an exceptional work in the
bre~,ith of its scope and the nuances of its message but many of
these themes are repeated in his other wOuks and those by other
poets. Hlatswayo' s liTheBlack Mamba Ris;es" is also in essence a.
praise poem to the labor movement, although more f ocuaed on the
Dunlop strike and the Metal and Allied Workers Union "dawu} (a).

\

He first pez fo'rned it for striking Dunlop workers at the hall

3
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----------------------------.--------------------------------~---

where they gathered every day.S Less broad-ranging than "Praise
Poem for Fosatu" I Hl(ili"~way0's praises impress with their rich

, '\

imagery and are more' .,;;...J_niscentof Zulu izibong.,).The union is
metonomically named as a I!builder of nests", an ant-eater which

1/ ~"."

deserts, a "dangabane flower" that dies and resurrects itself;
while the workers are likened to a "woman who ma::::-riedwithout any

Lobo'Lo " who is !'busy boiling foreigners' / Potsl! while her own are
"lying cold"; a "humble bride affianced with only the
b....'idegroom's consent" ,The Black Mamba Rises" is less self-

\

critical than "Praise Poem for' Fosatu" arid more Lncl.i.nedto rely'
on celebration and condemnation. Hlatswayo's imagel:Y (e~~ciallY
in the Zulu) is well balanced and hJ rhytbroro COmposfion is far

from 'the simple sloganee:ring more "lite·r.a.ry"poets! accused it of
b· 6e~ng.

Nise Malange's poetry is more literal and she speaks in the
first person, naming her own (and others') experiences as a woma~
and a w,orker in cJ.("!arer,more everyday language and imagery.? ~
Slower I \: ;;1:l.liete.rand more deliberate I she creates an atmosphere .in

,\

which her personal suffering and pain speak for other indi',dduals
in similar positions. S~le uses less dense imagery than Qabula and
Hlatswayot relying on simpler imagl?-swhich are nevertheless

5. The events of the strike are recounted in Alfred Qabula A
Working Life, C~u~l Beyond Belief \Durban~ CWLP, 1989).

6. Critical responaes to the poetry are c1,iscllssedin detail in
Chapter Op.e.

7. See, for example, her poems in ~la9k MamQ~ R~§ing.

4
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(51). Some;of the images may be rather mundane (.1.,.., clich~d, such

powr:erfully evocative. For example, in "I, the unemployed" ahe

apeaka as an unemployed person who is "living in thinning light ,I , \_.
whose "freedom is nailed to a tree ,I , who spits at the blazing sun

as "living in a match bOXll, "dying of hunger", "white collars",

but they nevertheless commul'1-icateemCJtionslwhich, to her audience
I'

"' \!

-
(I

of people like hersel~, are profound because of the intensity of

the experience they refer to. She relies heavily on repetition

and juxtaposition, which do som~!;irnesappear slog?ouistic ort paper

but which work ,more powerfully in performance (espe::ci?',lly at the>
" II

5

kind of intimate occasions she prefers).8

As I read further and. immersed myself in thE;' context in
)1

which the performances took', pl?c<f\. it recame apparent that the

hlaginary world of the composed word, whether in song or poetry,

a] so provided the worker. poets (and, apl I will,) argue, their.
\

audiences) with a place of refuge, from which they Launched

forays against those aoc La'l, ;orces which a.ttempted to ~·.elegate

black workers to the harsh worl· of the facto:r.ies and the

cownshLpa . As.Hlatswayo evocativety puts it in "The Black Mamba/
Ii

Rises": liThe black mamba that shfJ;tters in the AO~'lgS/Yet others

shelter in the treesll• Qabula, in an oft-quoted passage from hi/~

autobiog:riaphy, tells of how:

The;e, on my for.klift, most of the time isolated from 1\e
world, I would spend my working hours compoSiing songs ~out
our situation. I suppose it was my little r'es Lat.ance ,\

1\-------------------------------------IJ---------------------------
/J

8. Malange/s preference for smaller, more intimate perfoL~ance
venues :)s discussed in Chapter Two. ..

)I
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struggle in my head, zooming up and down to the Baser Stores
and back. When the tunes rolled fast r would work like a
maniac, driving my co-workers in8ane because the materials
would pile up fast in front of th~m. When the songs WE.re
slower then I suppose li~e Lmpxoved for them (Qabula A
WQ:;-..JsingLife 68). ..

r..
there are paaaaqea that clearly draw on the ccnvent.Lons of
indigenous izibongo (praise poetry), dramatic dialogue
reminiscent of the worker plays, sermonising and story telling. 9

Importantly, the poetry appeared to constitute a set of powerful
intellectual rescurces with whi~h the poets c0uia contribute ~o
the conneat, of ideas and, more concz-et.eLy I to the making of a
pOlitical movement.

The wells from which the poets drew were many and diverse
,(some would ~ay contradictory) in chs-, ';acter.They combined ideas
and poetic forms from a range of aources, incl11ding indigenous
forms and imagery; working class ideology of various hues;,

I,,"

religious ideas, values and rituals (especially sY11cretic merges
of indigenous and Christian mythologies and practices) ;

»
nationalist'ldeas and rhetoric; a3d occasionally even ideas and

1,[;;.-

ways of performing that challenged gander Btereotyping. Using,
"Praise Poem ":Q Fosatl~" again as an examp Le , Qabula talks about
"muti", !lancastors" "Mvelingqangi", a !lSangoma" at the same time
as "prayer", IIMoses", nCanaan!l and ideas of "elected
representatives" I "parliament" and "organisat'".¢nstt• Formally

9. Given that a number of Zulu words appear frequently t.hx .~lghout
this study, I will not underline these words, translations
of which will be given as t.hey arise.

6



In response to claifus that such diversity amounts to
,J;

o
ide9.logicaJ. and poetic confusion/ one could.' quote t~he follo\'(iIl~/:

~ . ~ <. .

lines from one of Blade Nzimande/ s poems: \ -
~,

-.~at are these thorns really?
Is it YWl or is it the eXploiters?
i'1hydo you,~r:.ck ~ome. and leave others?
Through my CDQ-:{usl0nlt becomes cJ.ear to me.....~

<:::::._-

Because my con;usi;Il)}is the stream
From which I draw~~:y"'wisdom,
So the mirage is'='removed. from before my eyes,
Now I have seen and understood, \~)
Whoreally causes my wounds.10

'rhe poetry, it" seeroect·.td me, was significant precisely

because of its ability to d:ia~~\t.ogether different strl"l.ds of
\i

j,---------------------------~-------------------------------------

workers' identities into t.ext.ua l, form.

Although these face:, ',;:of the poetry are most obviously of
., r

bxo&der social and literacy dignificance, at the same time the

act, of composition and pubJi.c performance is d.eeply meaningful at

an int.imate and personal level. Qabula is quoted in the

introduction to Black Me.mbaRising as saying: "I would see

something that hurts I t.hat; causes me pain and then I would spend

t.he working day makblg a aonq abouc it" (3). But he would not

only compose songs. In his autobiography A Working Life, C:p.iel

BeyOnd. Belieg, Qabula describes how he was one of the fi-rst

workers to invite th~ Metal and Allied Workexs Union (Mawu)to

fornl a branch at the Dunlop factory in Durban. H~ was elected/fs
. .;/a shop steward and soon became one of the workers most act.Lvej.y

10. B. Nzimandet "A World of Thorns/It Izi:p.singizi: Loudhaile:r
Lives (Durban: CWLP,1989): 128.

7
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Struct;r-~:reof diBcul3sion

The main impetul3 for this stu.dy was the apparent discrepancy

between critical respons~si' to. wo:r.:kerpoetry in print and the

responses of audienCes at' ~Tia1lieswhere the poet~ was perfo:nned.
. 1\

These responses form the subject of discussion in Chapter One.

Much of the criticism was formulated in response to thec\ !f

,I)

fi.ghting for improved living condit':i.ons. His poems, songs and
/>-{~I \\ II ,J .'

1. -, ,'-) p
dramatic activities added textures and dimensions to his own life

that significantly impr0ved its quality, in sp1t~ of the

Ilcru.eltyll of his workil1g and living conditions.

Despite the multi-facete(j nature of the poetry (inc::;brm~

content and media via which it reached its audience), worker

poetry had required an identity as. a specific, although emergent,

genre. While the term' Duz'banworker poetry' therefore describes
c-

a set of pbevns which differ stylistically and thematically I .its

usefulness lies in the f~.pt that the poets have )e;merged from
l\"

"within trad,6 unions affi1tXI;ted to the non-r ...rcia1 .labouz·

federation coaat;u (the Coii'~p':essof south 1\fid.can Trade Unions) . ./

!)

i,

publication of the first co l.Lect.Lon of self"J;1roclaimed worker

poetry &}lg,ckMamba Rising, published by t;.he cul.t.uve and Werking
, '

Life Project {CWljl?~ and edit~d r>yAri Sitas. The slim volume

contained poetry by wczke'r poets Mi Hlatswayo I Nise Malange and

Alfred 'l'embaQab'1..lla.What struck. me was the stark contrast

8



initial intention was therefore to investigate and attempt to

between the thunderous applaubc which greeted the oral
performances and Lionel Abraham's and Farouk Asvat's assert~on
that the poetry consisted of little more than sloganeering.11 My

While various academic critics of worker poetry have gone

des~r.ibe the interpretive strategies us~d by worker audiences in
responding to the poetry. At the most basic level, my research
was designed to establish to what extent the audience was simply
responding to poems as a set of slogans or whether there was
indeed. as I suspected, more to their :t::'esponsesthan met llionel
AbrahCilm's and Farouk Asvat's eyes.

much further i.nacknowledHin~ both the social and literary
significance of the poetry, f~w have done so in a way that gives
due recognition to the fact that literature achieves ~te poetic
and political efficacy through its reception by its audience.
While in theory they may reject a crude base-superstructure model
in which literature reflects societ' their critical efforcs are
often hamstrung by their limited focus on the dynamic ways in
which the poetry enters the livas of their audience.

Underlyirls3'my approach is the argument that a comp rehens i.ve
appreciation of worker poet:r.ymust; be rooted not only in a

detailed unde r'stand'Lng,of the eat.het.Lc and thematic qualities of
the poetry itself, but also in a clec:.rexplication of the social,
ideol )gi.caJ.and aesthetic terrain on which t:be poete are

- - - - .• ' - - - - - - - - - - - - .... - - - - .~ - - - - - - ..... - - - - - - ... - - - - - - - _, .... - - - - - - - - - - <<< - - - - - - ...

11. IJ. Abrahams, letter, :W~l.x:J1aj._l Apr. (1987); F. Asvat,
letter, ,~~eklY Mail. Apr. (198'7).

9



practi~ing their craft, and into which they seek to intervene. It
\\

is a deolidedly interdisciplin~ry approach, and one which shies 1\
(~

'I

away fr4~ the yarrow foci often dictated by set critical
paradigms:< "

The critical responses detaile::din Chapter One were of
course formulated within a specific critical ceontext. My
discussion is therefore also a =esponse to.the silences that have
marked the shifting borders of aca~emic discourse.

Mo.re than it uecade ago Isabel Hofmeyr commented that:
Many critics have been happy to slot into preconceived and
erroneo.u.~ideas about souch ~I.fricanliterature/ its genes(:Js
and development, There is already an efltablished .
'tradition' ... [which] quite staggeringly ignores the
culture and literary endeaIo.urs of the majo.rity of the
people in this country.12

In the intervening years substantially more critical attention
has been paid to the "literary endeavours II of the majority.
Unfo;rtunately this bas seldom translated into attempts to
research what literature is in fact read and heard by the same
peopl~. While a few surveys o.fblack readership patterns had been
co.nducted, questio.ns of readership and audience have largely
ignored by literary critics.

Such iS9ues h3ve been dealt with implicitly in debates about
poetry and literature by bla.ck South Africans. For example, David
Maughan Brown has aI:gued t.hat:

"
I 12. I. Hofmeyr, liTheState of South African Literary Criticism, II

EngliRb in Afr~ 6 (1979): 39.

10



The existence of differtrmt cultural modes of perceptiori'
makes the establishmen~ of bl ack criticism a~l well as black
literature essential.1~

Hi 8 asaert Lon echoes the views of many black write1\s and poets.
In ::'981Sipho Sepamla expressed this view:

It appears [the critics] have not understood the meaning of
black consciousness, like Miriam [Tlali] says. \'le have to go
to the people, It is the man in the st:t:eet...t.hat, I feel we
must listen to, rather than people who'll come with the
jargon that they've picked up from American magazines.14

On the other hand, Kelwyn Sole has condemn/ad this approach for
being over-simplistic and obscuring real class divisions that
exist between black South Africans:

1J.

The immediacy and relevance of [black writers'] condemnation
of racism has found an enthusiastic hearing in the
t.ownsni.pa, and their striving .noxe recently to reach \the
masses' has gOl1e some way to closing the gap that existed
between them and their &:ldiences. But they will not solve
the problem of reaching lower class audiences by pretending
that the aspirations and viewpoints of all blacks, of '
whatever class, are identical.15

Sole's exploration of the relationship between black writers and
their audiences is only one face-;:;'of his overall project, which
is to construct a sophf.at.Lcat ed Marxist reading of black
literature. Apart from his observations on SO(; <.11 class,
therefore, he does not delve into the nature and extent of

audience responses.

13. D. Maughan Brown, "Black Criticiom and Black. Aesthetics:"
Contrast 46 (J979): 86-95.

14. M. Tlali, S. Sepamla, M. Mutloatse and J. Seroke. "Black
Writers in South Africa," Stat~rider 4.3 (1981): 43.

f
••0

t .f

~

15. K. sore , "('lllture,Po! .c ics and the Black. Writel' A Critical
Look. at Prevailing Assumptions I II Sn91i§h i1. ~.fx:ica 10.1
(1983): 50 .



;:'In geheral, references to readership have unfortunately
//

ramained at, the level of r~(ther s\lleepinggeneralisatJons and
II

assertions, as exemplif.iedry Maughan Brown's reference to
"different cultural modes))f perception". I argue in Ch(llpterOne.;«

~.<~~

that pre'V'iousr.::ritica1.appraisals of worker poetry Ln general
(and wOl':ker'izibongo' in particular) have failed to acknowledge
important facets of ite social role, its aesthetic function and
value and the facto:rs which facilitated its emergence. A central

the emergence of transformed poetic forms and ideo}ogical

reason for this failure has been that the relevant critics have
not placed sufficient weight on the role of t.he audience, at a
micro level in the performance and at a macro level in mediating

messages.
The emphasis in the rest of the thesis naturally reflects my

evaluation vf the critical debates around worker poetry. My focus
s on analysing the.nat.ur-eof audience responses to live

pe rf.crrnances (Chapter Two) i conceptual discussion of audience
studies (Chapt.er 'l'hree);the process through which the
appropriate social and aesthetic context for worker poetry was
created (Chapt.errFour); the specific factors which gave zaae to
worker poetry (Chapter Five); the excent, co which worker poetry
can be seen as the transform~tion of indigenous praise poetry
(Chapter Six); and finally, the ways in which worker poet ....y has
functioned - for the poets, their audience and the politica1
movements they are embedded in - ;:IS a powerful intellectual
resource (Ch~pter Seven) .

Certain readers may lament the lack vf detailed discussion
of specific texts. In essence, my evaluation of thp. critical work

12
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done thus far is that detailed textual analysis is in fact the
ground already most adequat~~~overed. My focus is therefore on
understand.ing how these t:exta."1.ive,and how they breathe life
into t.he society of which they are an integral part. This is not
merely intended &s an elaborate exercise in providing a aense of
$ooial context. Rather it is aim~d at equipping futur~ readers cf

wo:rker poetry wi.th a detailed understanding of the aesthetic,
social and politica.l environment in which worker poetry has
thrived.

As Karin Barber has argued, oral p~rformances are often both
a reflec on of, and action Ln, so,.:!iety,16She has shown how such
perf~rmances often take everyday discourse and place it on
display, thus foregrounding certain ideas which are frequently
not visible in other, more offici.al (and often written) forms of
discou~se. In such a view the analytical distinLtions between
form and fur..ction,or betVieen ideology and aesthetics lose their

.'

usefulne::Js.As has been noted by a number of writers, it is
precisely the formal qualities that make the communication of

ideology poss:Lble.17 In other words the audience'S familiarity
with aesthetic conventions en~bles their engagement with
political and ideological "content". It is precisely the

.(.•...

.....• :.•~~... .
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-------------------------------- ----------------------_---------
16. K. Barber I I Could Speak !Jnti1 Tomorrow; Ot:iki. WOmen am:!, .the.

P~st in a ¥QI:uba Town (W~shington D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution P, 1991).

17. For an intereoting overview of such scholarship, see R.
Bauman and C. Briggs I!Poetics and Performance as Cl.~itical
Perspectives on Language and Social Life, It ArUl'yalReyiew ofAntb:t;opology 19 (1990): 59-88.
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types of events in which the poet~Jf has been performed and !

extrapclate from my observations the criteria that the audienceo
appeared to be using in responding to th.epoetry. It will become
clear that these criteria include both ;aesthetticand ideological
elements I and that the poetry should primarily be regarded as a
12erforIDiS\nce "'whichdraws its power from the "I.estheticand social
experienqes of both performers and audience. I argue that the

aesthetic resonance of the worker poets' performances that I will
argue gives the poetry its power as poetry and as a communicative:
act.

In Chapter Two, the.refor6, I record my observations of
audience responses to the poetry in performance. I map out the

aesthetic C ;~entions used by the audience in resp::mding to
worker poetry are drawn, in no sm'?lJ._:~~asure,from the zulu
iziboIlgO.

Some would argue t.hat ~Ilterpretations are necessarily
idiosyncratic: and that individuals interpret texts differently.
Initial obServations of tb.e events where worker poetry is

';\

performed suggested, however, that while not everyone responded
in exactly the same way, there appeared to be a dominant
response, which conformed to '.':!ertainpatterns. 'l'hevariety of
poetic styles, mentioned above, were clearly apparent. What was
necessary WdS a sophisticated method of analysis that would allow
for the exploration of the interpretive strategies being applied
by the audience in a way that acknowledged convergences and
divergences and, as far as possible, could begin to explain them.

14
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In ('il:"alstudies, the term "audience" is most frequently used
to describe those physically present during a performancE).
Similarly, the term "readership" in discussions of written
literature often refers to those who actually read the work. One
could use the term lIactual audience" to ci.escribethis type of
audience. Such an audience mayor may not be representative of a
broader society or a particular grouping. When a poet performs to
an audience and receives a standing ovation, this does not
automatically imply widespread appreciation of that poet's work
in his/her society.

Another common apprcach is to hypothesize a reader or an
audience for the lSurpos(.')fdescribing the process of reception.
Critics ueii' this approach construct an abstract readt=!rwho does
not ex.ist in reality but who is simply a model for the critic's
theory of the reading process. 18

A third category is the target audience of a work. This term
can be used to describe the audience which the performer intends
the work to reach. This i8 similar to the IImock reader" who8e
identity is determined by the writp:r'g idea of who he or she is

U

aiming their work at.19 This sense of target audience frequently
Lnf Luencea the text and/or the performance. No ar tLet, is likely
to reach the entire target audd ence and the term therefore

I

---------------------------------~ ..------------------------------o
lB. For examples of this approach, see W. Gibson, G. Prince and

W. Iser in J.P. Tompkins, Reade.:-Res);?QPse Crit;iQ.iam
(London: John Hopkins University Press, 1980): 1-6; 7-25;
50-69.

19. See Gibson in Tompkins ~~k-EesPQnse Criticiem.

15

caw .. a & ill JEZ~



encompasses even those who do not. se~r heart read or expe~~ence
<::

but are

it in any other way.
While the second and tld,_fdcategories of audience are

important and will be ref~rred to in this study, the primary aim
of this study was to est.ablish the nature and extent of the
actual audience's re~ponses.

In Chapter Three I explore different ways of conceptualieing
the problem of audience, drawing on a wide range of sources from
within the study o~/ooth oral and written litera~~:t·lf·e.I propose
that a ll~eful way of appreciating the poetry is to view it as a

social and clllt.uralactivity that takes place within an

"interpretl.ve communityll. Interpretive qornmunities are not simply
I.
\\

ideological gr6upe but social and cultural coalitions of people
who both experience similar material conditions of life and forge
"defensive combinations" in response to (but not dt=!terminedby)
ideological interpel lations from above by various competing
social institutions.2U In other words, interpretive communities
do not simply exist :Itthe level of ideas, or only insofar as

socially organised groups of people who have coalesced at cert3in
,:_,.>

points in history into particular places in society. They are not

o 20. This approach is deeply indebted to AIi Sitae' work on the
significance of cultural formations in ideological
contests. For example t see his "Class, Na.tion, Ethnicity in
Natal's Black Working Class,fI The societies of Southe.-n
&f~ica in the 19tb and ~Qth Centyr.i~s; CQll~Qted S~minar
~ape ..a, Institutg 9..f......Q.Q.IDIDonwealtbSt.ydies 15.36 (1990):
257-278.
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closed sets of such people but should rather be seen as
overlapping coalitions which are contested in ongoing social

society. \
!,l

processes, as part of the historical contest; for control over

Durban has been the site of the most heated and often violent
political conflict in South Africa. And yet that has not always
been the case. The student uprisings i11 the 1970s are widely
regardecl.as marking the b,eginning of the intense political

\\contests that have culminated in the Nationalist's govern.ment's
admission th'at apartheid was unworkable. In Nat~l, howevez, t.he

1970s were relatively quiet years. By the mid-1980s, though,
Durban and the ~rrotmding countryside was fast being turned Lnt.o

one of the bloodiest battlefields in South Africa. This has
widely been ascribed to the developing ~onflict between the
United Democratic Front {UDF} and Inkatha, with the state playing
no s~nall role in adding fuel to the fire.

No discussion ot'Durban worker poetry can t.ake place without
a. det.a LLed undearat.andd.nq of these events. My focus in conduc cLnq
this discussion ia on the ways in which the political conflict
lead to the polarisation Qf the Durban working class.
Significantly, this polarisation necessarily entailed a process
of coalition, as local political groupings coalesced into two
mutually exclusive groupings. This process I have called "the
making of an interpretive commllnity" for the reason that, despite
significant differences within the two movements, each managed to

• 1
.~

create significant levels of ideological and organisational

17
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coherence. On the one hand, this interpretive community provided
a base within which worker poetry emerged, and on the other hand
worker poetry played a significant role in its expansion and
consolidation. . ,I

\\
\(

In Chapter Five I argue that the audience h&s.played ~ central
u

role in the emergence and recogniti.:>nof worker poetry, and that
\

this ill",~trat"s '~~ th1poetry Ie ~J:-f embedded in and

constitutive of the ~~r~retive community discussed in Chapter
Four. The erne"'gence of wo).ker PQe11,'fYwas predi cated on the prior
existence of this interpretive community and relied' .).its

('\

organisational infl:;jstructureand ideological coherence. While
the specific interventions of various individuals and
institutions are acknowledged as key factors in the emergence of
worker poetry, the significance of the audience i.sE'xplained.
Positive audience responses encouraged its early exponents to
continue and other working class poets to ~ollow their example.
The live performance gave members of the audience the opportunity
to encourage or discourage certain styles and messages, thereby
influencing the compositicn of the poetry itseJt. The pObts'
Qoncern to provoke an appreciative response enhanced the
audience'S influence in this regard. More significant.ly, the
poets' "uae=va Lue " to the organisers of the events was predicated
on thei~ popularity with the audiencer which led to the official

I

authorisation of the poetry by the institutions around which the \.
interpretive community was organised. At the very least the poets
were used as 'light relief' before speeches and played a role in

18
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ent.husd.aam.The audience was therefore the measure of the poets'
1:<

building up the spirit of the audience to the level where less
aesthetically pleasing speeches are received with suitable

'scripting' the emergent form - and the identities it representa.

succe8s or failure and played an active role in determining thei~
future prospects. The Labour and political institutions not only
provided platforms from which the poets could perform but also
published worker poetry on paper, audio-cassette and, to a lesser
extent, on video-cassette. Therefore, I will show that while the
individual poets certainly played a critical role in the
introduction and composition of the poetry, it is also to a
si~jificant (and hitherto unexplored) extent a product of the
aud:i.ence'sreception of the poetry.

I argue that to understand the above one needs to analyse
the poetry not simply as t~xt, not even only as oral performances
wit:h token recognition of audience, but as a f o'rm of cultural
activity in which the audience plays a centralec.J.?lein

While I argue in Chapter Two thut poetic conventions associated
with the izibongo are central to the audience's responses, I also
note that it would misleading to assume that all worker poetry is
unproblematically based on the izibongo. In Chapter Six 1 outline
the key features of the izibongo, as identified by variouFl
scholars and then discuss the extent to which the poetry itself
appears to draw on these conventions.

I
. !

1. ;
lU\ ·~.······... ~:'" .. " .. "

These poetic conventions constitute important cultural and
intellectual resources, which workers - poets and audience alike

19
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ideological debate and political contests.

- have utilised to play a role as active agents in the process or
( I

build::i..~iga political movement that they believed expressed their
material interests n.ndpolitical aspirations. This is the
substance of the discussion in Chapter Seven. The audienc~,
through its responses to the poetry, recognises ar.dcan affirm or
negate both ideological and poetic pr-opoad t.Lo..as embodd.ed in the

I'i

poetry. It gives them a significant channel ior self-expression
and self-assertiun, thus enabling a meaningful contribution to

20

'I'hisintimate dialogue through poetry places the worker
poets.'~n a privileged position in relation to their fellow
workers. Through their performances they jump the queue of
organisatio:qal hierars:;:hiesand gain allocations of space and t. ....me
on platforms at rallie~' normally only granted to senior
leadership figures. It is for this reason that certain
commentators have regarded the poets as organic intellectuals who
play a significant role in translating what Bozzoli has termed
the incoherent mass of popular ideas into ideology.21 The worker
poets do not always play the role, however, of ideological
innovators and organisers as they freauently place existing ideas:!
on display. Wbat is significant about their role is that they do
so in a form which is organic to workers' experience.

f ., ;

U

21. Bozzoli argues that in the study of popular consciousness it
is important to recognise that the balance between
structure and agency is determined by power relations. T4~
poor have very few opportunities to develop ideologies out
of what she argues is often an l1incoherent mass of ideas
and attit:udes". B. Bozao.lL," ~omen of Phokeng (Johannesburg:
Ravan, 1991): 2.
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context.. In this sense they reflect broader proc68ses., But at.
" I '

Worker poets have been crucial in a number of,;':lwaysfor the
development of competing political movements in Durban. At one
level, as has been argued by Elizabeth GUnner, the cultural
activities which the pOetry forms part of can be said to reflect

i'
an adaptation of indigenous dtural forms to the contemporary

"another level they have been pa~t ~f the process of forming
-'._ .". f' --. "- ~./"')essentia~ly new i6,:· ,~tie3, new practices, new f~;rms of social

21

organisatic!!;and new ways of resisting and fo:r:-ming"alternatives
j. ,j

~o imposed social qpntroJ.s.
fi

Chapter Seven focuses on the ideas ahd values that are
communicated in and through workp;r poetry. At the base of my
argument is the notion that t,h~ form itself is hi9hly symbolic
and that its appropriation - in'\)certaincontexts - itself car:piee

~->\1
l,r

meaning. I extend this idea to discuss how the meaning of the
poet.z-yis ,,significantlymediated by the nedium through which t.he
poetry is made public, whether this be through performance ~t
political rallies, publication in printl or recording,
reproduction and di.stribution' l audio- or video-cal:lsettes.

This approach does not seek to dismiss all previous analyses of
worker poetry nor can ..t claim to improve significancly on the
important work done on the Zulu izibongo. InstE"ad it intends to
shift the focal point 0: the critic/s vision and hopefully
illuminate aspects of the poetry which have been underplayed in
the past. In this way 1 hope that the present work will make a
sm,"'\llbut significant contribution to our understanding of social
and culturaL transformations.

l
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Research Methodology

The method I used to research the ab'Jve wan multifaceted. The
research took place in 1989 and early 1990 j' during which time I
was based in the CUltu:.ceand Wo:ddng Life Project \t.:WLP) in
Durban.22 I attended mcmy of the events where the poetry was

f • ;

U 22

periormed, observing the performances and the audJ..enceresponsesi
video-taping the events; on occasion performing poetrf myself
(and thus experiencing audience response \first hand'). I was
later able to review the video-tapes a.tn leisure, ap,alysing the
events in ,greater depth and in my own time.

The CWLl? also conducted a broad-based survey of workers I

lei$ure time, providirlg valuable statistics on their cultural
activities. I included specific questionE:lpertaining to worker
poetry in the questionnaires. I als-:>conducted in-depth
interviews with a small sample of workers who had attended 'Llhe
~vel1ts in orde.r to test some of the conclusions I had drawn in
analysing audience responses at the event,I:! themselves.

A number of the poets ki.ndly agreed ':0 be int~rviewed and,
because I spent a year working \I?i th them, ! waR 2'190 able tv have
IItEmy informal discussievns with them about their 'A7o:t:k.

22. The following is a summary of my research methodology. Nore
detailed dicuAsi0n of the specific strategies used is
inclnded at appropriate momf:nts in t}:.~ thesis.

---------- -----"
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Finally, working in the CWLP, I was able to trace the ways
in -,hieh the distribution of the poetry occurred, in print, on
''audiocassettes, videotape a -:dthrbugh live performances.

I focused on (itheDurban industrial area for the following
reasons: the CWLF) had done considerable work in the apheze of
popular cult1.l:t·~and was willing to make thr ~rresources availa'ble
to me; the cosatu Cultu:t'alUnit was based in Durban and waG alEo
prepared to co-operate; and finally i~ was not practically
possible to conduct in-depth research in"more than one area. In
the interviews and the leisure time study I concentrated on
Cosatu membership for the reason that they had the easiest access
to the poetry I was studying - there was no point in interviewing
people who had not been exposed to the poetry. Aa is dd.acue ed
further in Chapter Three, I wa~ attempting to establi.sh whether

,(::<:;:onecould meaningfully talk about an "interpretive comrrunity" and_\;__~\+.,~~..r.~ :_~,.!

if this narrowness of focus was therefore jappropriate. Having
idencified this target aud.Lence , I had to establish a few
important statistics: how many people had been exposed to the

(J

poetry, where t.he exposure took place; in what form it took place
(reading or performance). This I did via the CWLP leisure t:i.me
survey. The survey also pxovLded me with a sense of what other
factors could have influenr::edresponses to the poetry.

Language was of course a key problem I had to confront. I
acquired a rudimentary grasp of Zulu by attending formal classes
throughout the year, practicing on my fellow workers at the CWLP
and sitting in many meetings where Zulu was the only language
used. For the rest. I relied on t:ranslators and lnt.erpreters to

23
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assist me, As is discussed in more detail in Chapter Two, I
1-,
'. !

conducted meat; of my interviews in English, although I invarJ.ably
had an interprGter at hand to translate where necessary. My
listening abilities developed ITIOrerapidly than my ability to
speak Zulu but were still not adequat e to the rapid pace cf
delivery and the depth of the language often used in
pEuformances. r attempted to overcome this problem by vidE:o-
tapj.ng perfol.-mances.Many of the performances wer~ transcribed
and translated in my presence and we (the translators and I)
discussed difficulties of nuance as we proceeded, I also Hngaged
the translators and the poets in discussion, while viewin9 the
videos, about what they thought the audience was responding. to,
',,/bichsignificantly helped sharpen my ability to analyse audd ence
responses.

:.1 Some time after completing my fieldwork, I presented and
then publlshed an article which contained the essence of my
conclusions about audd.ence responaes. 23 This was discussed with
memhers of the CWLP, including Nise Malange, Alfred Qabula and
Ari Sitas, who concurred with my conclusions. Before subrctitting
the paper for pUblication in the conference proceedings, I was
a190 fortunate enough to discuss it with Ruth Finnegan and
El:lzabeth Cunner, whose comments and suggestions were m1.lch

Iappreciated. Th"'!manner in which I dealt with {or neglected to

------------------------------------------------------------~----
23. S, Krombe:;.~g,liTheRole of Audience in the Emergence ::>fWorker

Poetry, 11 N~w I1i~ in Qld-RQtt.le~L.Ql:al Iras;1.i~
InoQyatiQD Eds. E. Seinart, N. Bell and M. Lewis (Durban:
Centre for Oral Documentation and Research, 1991): 180-203.
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in the final product.

deal with) their comments was of course my own responsibility ,"ld

none of the above peopl~ can in anf way be held liable for flaws

AS I have already mentioned, this thesis was initially
mot.Lvat.edby what aome of my critics have {always orally}
dismissed as a "populist", or "anti-intellectual" desire to
provide a voice to those whose interpretations are most firmly
and rap:l.dlysilenced in the lunge and parry of academic
discourse. I was always aware, though, that my own effo~ts would
in fact be a product of my own interpretations of these
interpretations and that I could not and should not make any

25

pretense at tr.::.nsparency.At this stuc'i.y'sheart, then, was my
desire to see cultural and intellectual! production as a process
which has no beginning and no €'::ldbut which is l3implYi:~rozen at
particular points by partic~l?r pl30ple in order to enable their
(often highly self·interested) aims and objectives.

My research led to me becoming intimately involved in the
processes through which the poet~y was being being produced and
then reproduced in various forms. I also became emotionally
involved in the subject matter, in the cut and thrust of Natal
politics as well as thG sometimes fierce debate of the academic

f~~
j •

fora in which I tested my ideas. Frequently I found the internal
conflicts that these different (and mostly contradictory)
involvements produced .i.•• me somewhat debil itating. At other times
I found them exciting C'md rewarding. In spite of considerable
pressure from my academ~c peerA and mentors (and my om1 survival
instinct) I was never completely able to disengage myself

\
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eubj act of my i:~lVestigationas possible. I am therefore extremely

completely from the intense feelings created in me by the deaths'
of so many people.

Writing up this research has therefore ,often been a painful
procass. Frequently I did not know where 'Lo start, what to
include 1 what to leave out and where to go to. I have, p/t' course:
tried to create as much critical distance between myself and the

grateful to the many people who helped me "ZOOILl out" and re-
examine my own work critically, just as I am to the many people

oj
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who dragged me eo deeply into the subject matter that at timt [
thought I would not be able to return to a more critical
perspective~ The points at which I have frozen the cultural
process may relate as much to the specificities of my own
inv?lv __ments as to the outoome of a disinterested and
academically rigorous enquiry. I am sure that, in spite of much
edit~ng and rewriting, the human dimension of my research will
still stand ')ut, for better or. for worue. Despite thlfl, I am
confident that: this study will usefull'y refocus the interpretive
strat.:.egiesof those reader.s who are, by virtue of their own
Locat.Lons and perspectives, too dd.at.ancedfrom the poetry itself
to be able to appreciate its full significance.

,
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CHAi?TER ONE

Critical Res,po:Qsesto Worker pQ§try

'rhe debate about BIRek Ma.l{iQa. Ris:i.rll.~/wasinitiated by radical
critic and former political prisoner Jeremy Cronin, who reviewed
the collection in the 'Weekly Mill, under the headline "Elitist
pastime finds mass roots".24 'I'he~ekJ.y Mail, an 'alternative'
weekly newspaper started by former journalists of the defunct
Bgnd Raily Mail, was one of tne few newspapers to recognise the
sign~ficance of the collection. Cronin's review elicite0 a number

27

of critical responses in the letters pages of the ~~kly Mail.
While the debate unfortunately consisted of short articles
lacking analytical depth, the arguments reflected a signi.ficant
divergence of critica:; opinion. The spate of letters waa cut
short by the editors of the Weekly Mail! before the poets
themselves could respond in print.

Cronin's review begins by challenging certain aesthetic
preconceptions:

We were once taught to think of poetry as obscure and [i:":ate ,
In the last decade, however, poetry has been marching 'in the
front ranks of the mass struggles that have rolled through
our land.

!~t was the township student and youth organisations
that began to integrate militant, oral poetry into their

j
, I ------------_ ..---------------------------------------------------

o 24. J. Cronin, "Elitist pastime finds mass :t;'.oots("Weekly Mail 13
Mar. (19 87) . ,I
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act.Lvxt.Les . N9w, in recent yearn, oral performance poetry
has also takeli root wit.hin the progressive trade union
movement. ... \ ((

'rhepoems :in t.his collection were all originally
performed at collective gatherings, at May Day rallies and
at service~ for fallen workers in soccer stadiums, hostels
and township halls.

:Alt~ough he asserts the 'mass roots' of the poetry f Cronin does
not expand on the issue of readership and audience, leaving his
assertions rather tenuously posed. He notes briefly that "the
poems have travelled to us from Xhosa and Zulu."

What we have on the page, then, are secondl even third-hand
echoea.

Never mind, these poems are powerful enough to make the
jump from voice to page, from one language to another.

TheSe are, for Cronint not the most important issu~s. He leaves
. ~

them in favour of political and ideological questions.
Perh~ps the greatest service this slim volume can render is
to undermine that lazy contrast so frequent in commentariel:'3
on the progressive trade union ~ovement. How often are we
told that. the big debate is between "workeriam" and
IIpopulismi1? ..

Rea(i these poems and you will see that the poets, in
their different ways, all uphold a militant working class
perspe9tive, but precisely in and through an equally
militarlt nationalism.

Cronin's conclusions were forcefully challenged. The attack came
from another angle, however. In his letter to the editors, Poet
Lionel Abrahams labels Cronin's assertion that "we were once
taught to think of poetry as obscure and elite" 3.S a "simplistic
dd at.oart.Lon" :

Its intent, perhaps. was to disarm objections to the
patrcnisingly high praiee he goes on to bestow on passages
of very minor achievement.

This kind of thing does harm - not least to black
poets, both accomplished and aspirant. Its main message to
them is: liThebest is not for youv ,

Farouk Asvatts response to Cronin contains three major strands.
He criticises Cronin for ignoring the fact that poetry has been

28



Iifpart of mass act.ivity s\.t.nce+:he late sixtiera and not just for the
'past decade'. He goes on to challenges Cronin's evaluation of
the aesthetic merits of the poetry.

If Cronin, and many like him (both black and white), would
lead us to believe that the mere mouthing of political
slogans and rhe·toric ie sufficient to make anything written
by blacks or wor.kers poetry, then they must have a serious
re-think, if they have the advancement of our people in
mind.

The examples that Cronin quotes are nothing more than
praise poems to selected organisationB I like the praise I',!

poems of old that sang out to monarchs in blind faith, in
spite of their injustices.

Alt.hougl1appaz errtLy recognising that the aesthetic roots of the
poetry lie in the' izibongo (praise poem), Asvat's view that the
izibongo are "blindly" uncritical is a rather jaundiced one.25 f(e
goes on to argue that the poetry has not retained the best
aspects of this 'tradition':

There seems to .be nothing of the "popu.La r' traditions, old
symbols, incanted fo:r:mulations"in these poems.

He also takes issue with the poets' portrayal of history.
The uprisings and suppressions of the last two-and-a-half
years especially, and of the past 16 y,ears, and of the
entire history of his nation, did not begin with the
workers. It took its terrible toll OIl "the tathers and babies
and grandmothers and children.

When even writers begin to deny t.heir own history, and
become selective in their portrayals, t.hen we as a nation
face a terrible tragE~dYi now and in the future.

________________________________________ 6 _

25. That izibongo are not necessarily uncritical has been well
established in the literature. For example, see L. Vail and
L. White, PQw~r and the Praise £Qem: Southern ~~
yQiges in ijistQr~ (London: James Currejr, 1991). See also my
Introduction, in which I discuss self-critiCism in Qabula's
poetry. This issue will also be discussed further in later
chapters.
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For Asvat" and Abrahams the poems did not brea.k significantly
new ground, nor are they of noteworthy quality. Cronin is
misguided ir.. applauding the poets and their works. In Abrahams I

words: "ideology seems to have turned his thi:z.1kinginside out 11 •

As mentioned above, QaQula attempted to challenge Asvat and
Abrahams, although his letter has remaine~ unpublished. I have

,l
therefore included a large extract from his response, which is
bitter, sarcastic and assertive.

I would like to apologise to Mr. Lidnel Abrahams avd Mr.
Farouk ABvat for having the a~dacity to think that I could
be a poet of their quality and standing ....

I also worry that r needed help to understand their
letters, and to try and understand why so much contempt was
being showered on 'us.And why racist slurs on the izimbongi
tradi tion were aired, II still don't undexat.and . What I could
read behind your criticism of Cronin was a total contempt
for what we do, we believe in and striv~ to achieve ....

You can deny me, as educated people, the right to be
called a poet but do not falsify my plight: I praise no
chiefs, I only praise rough hands that hold the plough, in
rough words and with a beaYy tongue.

But one thing you mus';: grant. me: the fundamental right
to communicate with my fellow human beings, to tell lbthers
that I am still alive and that I can still sing despite
oppression, and that I can demand in whatever form, as a
migrant, the right to share a life with my beloved without
her or me having co earn it by working in the kitchens of a
Mr. Abrahams or a Mr. Asvat. To also say this without
rleeding certificates of poetry from anyone. We p.~ve not
arrived here to collect crumbs from any tables.26 ,

<IiWhat becomes the central issue of the debate is t;(\,)sthetic
criter~a: who determines what conscitutes good poetry? Central to
Qabula's aesthetic is his assertion of his right to perform and
that this is part of a broader process of politi~al resistance.

26. The full text of this unpublished letter is provided in
Appendix A.

30

- WJ2&LMW .....



debates. While we know that there 1a dissent about what criteria
I', '

(I
,I

We are not left much enlightened by these rather circular

sh0~ld be used to evaluate contemporary South African poetry,
these review~rs have not ex..r;>lainedwhat criteria they would use, J/

let alone justified their cho:i.ce.It is difficult to tell whether
they have even read the poems closely, or whether they have heard.
them in performance. Underlying all of theSe views, however, are
assumptions about 'mass' audience responses which are left
unstated. Cronin's brief sketch of the performance context is
left behind as t.he more 'serious' questions of ideology and
rarefied aesthetics assume centre stage.

The lengthier academic responses published in v~rious journals
shift the terrain of debate significantly. None of these develop
Asvat's or Abrahams' positions. In general, their concern is to
explore the role of oral literature in contemporary South African
society. They seek not so much to evaluate and critique the work
as to anal.ysethe conditions of its emergence, to explain some of
the techniques used and the role of the poetry in the
contemporaL~ labour movement.

The editor of Black Mamba Ris:j,ng,Ari 8icas, was th~ first
to conduct a detailed investigation into the poetry. Sitae has
been a cent.ral figure in Natal worker culture since i.ts
inc~ption. In his 1984 article on Qabula, he is decidedly (and
unashamedly) partisan. His article consists of a detailed
analysis of the genesis of Qabula's earlier work. Sitas argues
that Qabula represents:
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A grassroots response that uses well rooted forms I

organically linked to werking class cultures and infuses
them with new contents: now the contents of the factory
experience, and t~e contents of a worker militant/s
beliefs ...

The well of song and performing traditions that he
draws from is too deep for simple countryside and urban
divisions. 27

It is, however, Sitas' later discussion of Mi Hlatswayo's work
th...t, begins \:.0 address the questions posed by the Weekl~..Mill

,

debate. There he analyses in some detnJ.'<j~hc:poetictechnique at
.r~1

play - :l3howinghow Hlatswayo draws on the oral tradition in.his
poetry.

[Hlatswayo's poems are both] a revival and a t~lnsformation
of the [Nguni imbongi) tradition and/ over and above their
political subst~Rce, offer an interesting formal mutation of
irnbongi poetry.

Be traces how Hlatswayo came to poetry via the church, where 1'the
lay preachers ... had integrated the imhongi tradition of poetry
into their relighms sermons". He explains Hlatsway6's complex
use of paradox/ metaphor, similel metonymy and uwords with many
literal and metaphoric meanings,rt" pointing out t.he continuities

"

and discontinuities between Hlatswayo's poetry and traditional
imbongi poetry.

Sitas' analysis provides important keys to unde:cstanding
Hla tswayo' R technique. But more Lmpozt.ant;1y iL: begins to provide
access to the aesthetic that undE::rpinsthe poetrYi and therefore

------------------------------------ ----------------------------
27. A. Sitas, !lA.T. Qabula - a working r.lasspoet," SQY.th

~ LabQur Bulletin 9.7 (1984): 26.
28. A" Sitas, lIBlackMamba Rising: an introduction to Mi 81 Dumo

Hlathswayo' C3 poetry, II IJ:;'aU'!:,""t"'...;rntgt;i..Qll2 (1986): 50 .
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begins to develop. appropriate criteria for evaluating Qabula's
poet on its own terms. In doing so it r~nders impotent Asvat's
accusation that the poetry is mere "mouthing of political slogans
and rhetoric".

Kelwyn Sole's review of BlacJs;Mamba RJ.eing drags the debate
back to the issues raised by Cronin.29 Sole describes the
collection as "a mode rn , radically transformed oral poetryll,
which draws on praise poetry "to some extent in both manner of
delivery and styJen (108). He cites 'devicesl such as
"exhortationl repetition, various forms of linguistic
parallelism" and "political commentary couched in allusions and
symbolisrr.".Us~fully, he reminds us of pxev i.oua 'transformations'
of the izibongo, for example: in the 1930s, when Hlongwe praised
Champion and the Industrial and Commercial Onivn (rCU). Sole 5s.
keenly aWt'irp>of the inadequacies of print fo:r;the reproducti')n of

I'

performance PQet~ey but focuses his discussion on its ideological I)

and political significance. Sole's review is essentially of the
poetry- as found in print. His conclusion that "this book is well.
worth reading and pondering on" symbolises his distance from the
poetry ln performance (114). He ends with an appeal for workers
reading the SQuth Africa!! Labour Bulletin "not only to use oral
but also written means of communication1l (115).

Sale is particularly adept at unpacking the poems for their
contribution to the cause of lldemocratic socialismll• He is

----------------------------------------------------------~T---·-
29. K. Solei "New Nm:-ds Rising, It ~ ,Aft'icanlL~bout';eylletin

12.2 (1987): 107-116.
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concerned that worker culture relies too heavily on "the
\1

transformat.ive power of traditional symbols" (112). He feal;13th~t::,
poetE;!and politicians cannot predetermine the audience{~
appropriatiDn cf Buch symbols:

It is far too easy to let a militant nationalism - at!this
time present in black workers as well as othe~ classes
overcome the unique demands of the working class.

Altho~lgh he praises the 'earlier poems' foa their demonstration
of the poets I working c~asl3 consc.ioueneaa, he warns that in the
later poems Rthe class specificities in some of these poems begin
~o slip away". He argues that worker plays are perb.ap8 better
suited to the tasks he advocates. Nevertheless he concludes that\ . . .

I~
creative writing does have its uses.

;'
\ '.Alongside the other educational prgans of thIS''t:1:'adeunion

movement, such as ltteracy and higher educatio~al classes!
creative writing can perhaps serve to instill ''1:eadGrsatrc.•>
audience with a sense of history, with the tOQls to forge
their own opinions about political and uther events, and
with some knowledge of the problems that beset not only
capitalist countries, but those countries that call
themselves socialist too (114).

),i

Although Sole was writing f.ora journal aimed at provid~bg a
forum for exactly such conce rne , bis focus precl,:htr1esa more
nuanced discussion of +he poetry's politipal and;A.!u}.tural

.,
\

context. My concern iF.!not, however, to take iseue with his
I,)

particular IIdemocratic socialistll perspective (as others have
done); his often sensitive and penetrating analysis; or his
suggested prio:cities for worker movements.

\~ole'8 approach does not assist the reader in overcoming the
leap from stage t.opage. he does not address the questions that
unde:r.pinQabula's rL:!spoLJeto Abrahams and Asvat. The latter's
attack and Qabula's response represGnt a key site of the struggle

34 il
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_>ver interpretation. Surely the task of the critic concernerl
the empowe:r::mentof the w<:>rkingclass I as S::>le.:implies is his ma tn

'',(

concern, goes beyond ensuring that the :'19... .s:Ui :..)f the workers are
heard. It is ,oincuffici0nt to assert ~_:'lattheir interests {as

()

coded in particular political ideologies) should be clearly
artjc1.llated.The critic shond also playa role in sharpening
reade:r::s'ability to appreciate their poetic artistry. In Qab'lla's
lords, as cited by Sole, IIthe.Y.Qi.~of the. workers must be heard"
(my emphasis]. Interpreting this "vo::"ce"(or mor~ appropriately,
these vo~cea) also necessitat.us the explCJ!"ationafld depiction of
the textures of performa"1ce and the aeathetic qualities which
give the poems tb.ejr rhetorical force.

It should be ap.r..,arentby now that the Zulu iziboago Ls an
important key to unlocking tiese qualities. Elizabeth Gunner, in
h~r article "A Dying Tradition? African Oral ~iterature in a
Contemporary Context", elabora~e5 on the role of the poet in
contemporary political activity and on the SiSL1ifican<::eof oral
litex'ature'iJability to adapt to changing contexts. 30

She asserts that both Zulu and xhoea oral poetry appeal
directly to their listeners' emotions -'ldattitudes:

Th~y intririsically combine political and aesthetic appeal
and perhaps tor this reason they represent valuable
'property' ~n any ideolog~cal struggle (33).

Because Gunner approaches the workc of va:rl.ousNguni izimbongi
(praise poets) as oral literature, 3he sees the importartce of

30. B.A.W. Gunner, "A Dying Tradition? African Oral Literature iri
a Contempo!::aryContext, 11 ~~namics 12.2 (1986): 31-
38.
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both polit'ics and aeat.hatLcs . She exp.loxee the work of worke:r~
poets Qabula, Hlatewayo and Madlinyoka Ntanzi, primar:l.lyseeking
t.oexplain the role of the imbongi in the labour movement.

/1Gunni~r re~'ers briefly to the audience response theae poets
Henerate, commenting on Qabula's performance before Rfour to five
thousand!! workers at the Metal and Allied Workere' Union (Mawu),.

lmnual General Me~~ting in 1984:
,

Throughout the performance there were interjections and
climati.c moment s which testified to the high degree of
audience par~:icipation and involvement in the poet r s
performance (35).

She identifies 8. :number of key characteristics of tB:emodern
worker izibongq which arE? inherited from the traditional forms

:.:.:}

such as: the IIheroic ethos II; the IIforrrlulaicpraise names "; the
"alJ ons to the actionIs] of leaders and ordinary memberslI; the
"compressed and oblique, allusive style" [of praising]. She:
argues tha "Qabula's kind of praise poetry is inncvative yet it
also expresses continuity",

Glinner concludes that t.hepoems indicate:,
How a working class culture can show inheritance of, rather
than dispossession frotTi,those nat.ionalist and popular
symbols so vital to a peop ler ) contemporary self--image (37).

Gunner's focus precludes a more detai:Jed discussion of the
audience'S role. While she notes' that the political and aesthetic

(~
f 0

components are complementary, ah.,doen not explain whether the
audd.ericet e apparently positive respons:e is inspired by one or the
other.
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In a later paper, Gunner focuses on the question of c)ral.ity

and literacy.31 She traces the genesis of worker izibongo, noting

Qabula's emergence within the labour movement and his "rapturous"

reception by his audienc~, who "must have recognised the ccmplex

linguistic and paralingual cues and the familiar heroic car.vas ,/)

packed with dEj':tails of action" (51). She quotes Qabula specLk:Lng
I,i

about the importance of print "as an essential medium for the

propagation of the new work" (51) and as a medium for reco::-ding

poetic traditions that he f eazs m.ight otherwise be lost. S:1e

discusses how this poetry should be analysed and understood/

arguing that fidelity of t rane l.acLon is one key component :>f this

task. Unfortunately Gunner dOE~S not mobilise her considerable

knowledge of the performance of izibongo in other contexts to

sketch a fllller picture of the! performance context. She do es I

however I warn that nan over-reJ iance on the resources of p::-int

could reduce [the dialogue with oral forms] to e i.Lence " (5:.).

Peter Horn, in a review of Mzwakhe :rJIbuli's collectidn'aefQtE:

TJ.rum, also recognises t.he limitations of the textual form.32

Although it is argued in the next chapter that Mbuli's poetry

represents a style which in fact competes w~.th the izibongo,

Horn's critical approach has merit in both cases. He identi::ies

- - - - - - - - - - "_, - - - .._ - - - - - -~.-~- - - - - _ .... - ... - - - ..... - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - -
31. E.A.W. Gunner, "Orality and Literacy: Dialogue and Silen:::e,tI

RiscQur,e ~lildits Pisgul=E;S j ....toe InteJ;1i').-s::titign Of Ankm
Qral Texts, Eds. K. Barber and P. F. de Moraes Farias.
(Birmi:1.gham: Birmingham TJ 11,f:r.:·i\.,"!anStudies Series 1, :t989~:
49-58. ~.

)/
32. P. Horn" IIBefore Dawn by MzwakheMbuli," .~~ 8.3&'~

(1989) .
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certain poetic devices emploYl.?dby Mbuli such as the IItraditional
"

metaphors and similes of a rural community"; the llevangelical
rhetoricl1; "the anaphora" (repetition of a word or phrase in
successive clauses - he also calls this IIinsistent reJ;let:;i.j;.:1.gn,j)i

, =: - ,,\ '""C:,','.

the "formulaic intensity of biblical Lnvocat.Lonv r t.hei nimbd~91
incantation" and the IIhammering refra~.ns". But he adm:Lte he
cannot go further:

The poetics of the imbongi has not yet (been writ;t:en,despite
some useful prolegomena, and this critic does not, pretend
that he is capable of the task (5).

ii
Horn argues that tha printed version of Mzwakhe' s poei~ry should
be seen as similar to written lyricf' for a "ong.

[The word 'lyrics'] 'is a healthy reminder tr:at vle:t.sein the
history of literature always had a much '~i:;..,::r!,~,rJ.~? than the
narrow definition given to poetry in r(h~ period 01: the
Romantics (1).

I:1 so doing he makes the important ,distinction bet..Y'/EJ!rJt.he poetry
in performance and the printed version, leading l-). '111 to recognise

G ..
I

t.he significance of the audience. He a:r:gues,f::>rexample:
Of course, the guardians of the Queen's Encrlil':lhwill have
endless problems with the volume, because it constantly
flouts llcorrect" English usage, because it b~ndg the
language to the tongue~ the ear and the thinking of the
township, the mass democratic movement, the street
committee I the trade union meeting I rather than the poli.te
sylle1.blesof the Houghton tea party, or the introspective
discourse of angst and existential crisis created at our
universities ....

It needs to be translated for the non-paJ·ticipant in
his culture, his township abbreviations need 8~e
Lnt.ezpo Lat Lon of commentary to make them mean (ingful) to
those outside. At the very least it needs a conscious effort
to free oneself from the shackles of the standard (2).

Horll is aware that the appreciation of performed poetry is best
facilitated by an intimate knowledge of the audience for which it
is performed and ti~e cont.ext;in which the performance takes•

38



D

place. Horn goes on to critique Abraham's and Asvat'e dismissal
of alack .MillWa Rising:

One assumes that Lionel Abrahams has in mind a yardstick
according to which he knows what the best is, not only in
relation to his own cultural background, but in relation to
the culture of an emerging democratic South Africa. What is
the unreflected yardstick according to which he or others
can be so Bure they can measure oral poetry, especially if
one assumes they have only seen it in translation and in
print, not 1.nperformance.

Criticism of this kind attempts tu destroy thab\which
resists its interrogation based on an aesthetic legality
that is judicial rather than theoretical and to remake what
the poet has ma1e in its own image (6).

It is a pity that Horn stops there, for it would seem logiC'!alfor
him to either call for, or bj9in the work of defining the
"aosthet;i.cyardstick" that dhuld be corxect.Ly applied to aJ,ack

M~mPs Rising. His article isllimportant nonetheless becaus~ it
points in that direction and at least acknowledges his own
inability to provide sufficient "interpolation of commentary to
!·•.lke them mean [ir'3ful) to those outside".

It is appropriato at this po.lrit to return to the work of Ari
Sitas. In an article on "peo,t?les'Poetry in Natal", Sitae sets

l~

I.· i
" I

I.

himself a very ambitious target. He expands on the theme of
orality and literacy.

\ We have ... been reeling from collisions between two poetic
,traditions: a scripted one in search of an audience; an oral
bne in search of script. Both traditions have been colliding
in the context of political and labour initiatives in ~he
area ....

The two primordial poles of the "orall! and the
"written" stand opposite each other drenched in prejudice:
after all, a hundred years of work in plantations, in
sugi'lrmills,on the docks and inside factories have t.oxn tR~
traditions apart leaving but little room fQr interaction.

--------------------------------------------------------------~--
33. A. Sitae, "People's in Poetry Natal," Write:ri' NotebQQk 1.1

(1989): 37.
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He sets out to explore those different tr~¢iitions, arguing that
an undexstandi.ng of these \territories' is crucial to an informed
discussion of the poetry according to "its own internal criteria
of excellence". Unfortunately Sitas does not really get to grips
adequately wit:h those criteria, /.9e"(_?piteuseful exploratory

l.i-----~j

comments. In fact he argues that his work is a prior necessity to
doing that.

Sitae argues that t.heworks of earlier poets wox'king in Zulu
such as Dhlomo, Kunene and Gwala are m0re than just "the poetry
of ang:ty comm; tment II. They are al,gQ an event IIin and through"
language, an "imagined oral communication" which cannot escape

1'1
/.1

\\
\1

the printed text. The poets, attempting to ltassume the mantle of
the imbongi ... orat.e through writing". Their wOJ::ksuffers the
frustration of being alienated from their target audience,
alt.houqh that is what their chosen poetic herita.ge demands.

The tragedy is that they remtHn 11unread" by the people. Or
better -"there is a double-t!,raged.y- they will not be "read
u.nless their works become "clrally" accessible, and the
people will not "read" until cqnditions that make. reading
possible prevail in their lifetime (47).

Sitas then goes on to explore the \oral' poetry of Vilane, Zondi,
Qabula and Hlatawayo. He observec, at the out.aet;, )".hat:

The oral t~aditions of poetry have had their own complex
traject.ory of experiences which cannot be fully addressed
here eitheri suffice it to say that in polite dashiki-clad
society they are seen as the domain of two social forces -
of traditionalists (and cherefore uneducated) and of the
black underclasses (and therefore uneducated) - they are a
fragment of tribalist survivals (47).

the "traditionalists and tribalists", it has also survived and
thrived in the everyday lif'e}of the workin.g people - through, for

According to Sitas, oral poetry has not only become the domain of

•
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example, church sermoniaing and family rites. Black working class
life "continued to subsist on oral modes of communjcation and
celebration". Thu~, he argues, Qabula's orations unleashed an
11untapped source of popular energy which r wi thou t warning,
exploded everywhere in Natal".

Ordinary black workers with performing and rhetorical powe~
began orating their poetry in Zulu, using all the elements
they co~ld gather from their cultural formations to express
a hew sense of self-identity .... The distance between this
poetry and what the izimbongi of the scripted w($'d have
unleashed is great (47).

He notes that some of these poets composed first in writing,
while others performed spontaneously

Sitas's treatment of the poetic elements is unfortunately
limited to general references to l1call and responseJl patterns;
the metaphoric and symbolic qualities of the language used and

f
the "performance qualities". For example I referring to Vilane, he
says:

He attempts to describe, explain and educate using the
elevated language of the imbongi, interspersed with call and
response sequences, songs and chants. The power of his
poetry lies also in his performing skills and the vibrant
rp.pport he creates between his words and any mass-gathering.
He is in the words of Gwala, "resurrecting oral poetry from
the tombs of the pastil and he is beginning to construct a
robust Lazarus (49).

He c~tes Debbie Bonnin/s description of Zondi:

.r1
I

His style of oration is spontaneous, an event or a word
unleashes him. Grabbing a stick, he strides up and down,
words pouring out. He calls up images of Zulu culture, past
experiences and struggles of the Sarmcol workers, but also
of other struggles against oppression; his style is a
mixture of the traditional imbongi and the lay preacher
(50) •

Speaking of Hlptswayo, he writes of a "powerful combination of
.t.

the imhongi I Ej)'?1:aftwith a toyiMtoyi subterranean rhythm to
.' ,

produce a tr,ibute to Dunlop workers, the 'Workers' Trail'''.

4.1



Sitae notes that, since the war in Natal has escalated and
poets like Qabula found themselves on death lists, "the cautious
triumphalism of Qabula' s earlier poems dec:;lihedand praise"poetry
grew leaner in its imaginative symbolism". Themes of "death and
redemption" began to find their way int.ohis poetry, while
stylistically they moved away from the izibongo.

Qabula is also beginning to enhance the everyday speech-
genres of ordinary people through his lines a?8.dto work more
on the theatricality of his poetry, on its dialogues and
discussions (55).

Sitas's discussion reflects his intimacy with and knowledge of
the poets' ~oncerns, themes and performance techniques. But they
also reflect his le8s adequate focus on other elements of their
"internal criteria of excellencell• It is disappointing that Sitas
does not pursue the poetics and aesthetics of these poets' work
more fully. If any critic is well placed to do so, it is Sitas,
whi) has been J..ntimatelyinvolved in its development. He does make
it difficult, hO'.Y'ever,for the more dismissive Abrahams and Asvat
to sustain their arguments (ironically or intentionally without
referring to them once) .

These critical works are essential in helping us to
understand the development of tpe Black Mamba R~singpoets; their
social and political :r:oleand s:!.gn:tf:ficance.They also begin to
show how the poetry is far from a series of slogans - how it
draws on and transforms the aesthetics of complex forms of oral
poet:tY·

The academiC utudies move significantly beyond Cronin's
Ii

telegraphic claims and Abraham's and Asvat" a rather simplis~~ic
"
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assertions by elaborating the socio-political significance of the
poems ~, to some extent, by exploring the oral and performance
nature of the poems. They do not, however, manage to explore the
latter aspects in sufficienc detail. Neither do they begin to
analyse the nature and significance of the audience or its
reception of the poetry. We are not given a sense of how broad
the ~mpact of these poems is. Surely one cannot speak of either'
the socia-political functions or the aesthetic value of
literature without serious consideration of the ways in which it
enters social life via the act. of interpretation.

The voices th~c. are most clearly missing from the critical
debate are those of the worker audiences for whom the poetry is
prirrLarilyintended. This is not to a:rgue that the poetry in print
is not "the real thing", As Gunner's discussion shows, there is a
significant dialogue between the oral and the written.

The point is more that, as Richard Bauman and Charles L.
Briggs have argu.ed:

To decont.excusLd ae and recontext.ualize a text is an act of
control, and in regard to the differentia~.exercise of such
control the issue of social power arises. ~
ThE:.above critics all exercise that pa:r:ticularform of

power. In "recontextt.alising" .lll..ack Mam.l;!aRi~, many (!:>:itics
fall victim to what Bauman and Briggs refer to as "the problem 'of
false objectivityll.

34. R. Bauman and C. Briggs, "Poetics and Performance as Critical
Perspectives on Language and Social Life, II Anllu?j.l Reyiew Qf
~broPQIQgy 19 (1990}: 76.

•
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Since it.is obviously impossible co point to all aspects of
the context, the ~esearcher becomes the judge of what merits
j;11clusion (68).

In ,privileging theiJ.:particular interpretations of the poetry,
the critics enter into the struggle ,on the terrain of
interpretation, sometimes in conflict with the audience'g own
appreciation (or other$ise) of the performances.

According to the logic of Sole's argument that litheYQiQ~ of
the workers must be heardll, the critic should acknowledge his/her
position in relation to the performance. Those who are writing
without experj acing the events are unable to give due
recognition to the popular reception of the poetry by worker
audiences, neither can they see t.hecomplex forms of dialogue

r

between the performers and their audiences. While some 0f the
other critics acknowledge the audience's responses in broad and
general terms, none of them have attempted to explore the inner

\ ,
\ Jtextures thereof. Without list'eming to these 'voices' I arguments

such as 801e'9 (warning against the dangers of the co-option of
traditional symbols by forces antipathetic to the interests of
the working class) or Asvat'~ and Abl.c:lhams(tha.tthe poetry has
little aesthetic merit) are based on conjecture .

•
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CHAP'l'ER 'I'WO

Work~r PoetkY in PerfQrmanc~

(:-:
Very feW workers ~.Q, worker poetry. Re@ardlees of whether the
poetry is composed orally or illwriting, it has primarily been
'published' via the oral medium. Questions 1 included in the 1989
CWLP survey on Durban workers' use of their leisure time provided
solid statistical evidence of tllib'.35

35. A. ,S~tas and D. Bonnin, liThestruggle over leisure: Durban
workers culture and education," (Durban: CWLP, 1990).

The study contained three survey components, as outlined
elsewhere by Sitas and Bonnin:

Firstly, surveys that were undertaken ':;m 1986/7 with
S!lOP-EltE:.w.lrdsto identify the problems' and crisis of
leadership in Natal's trade unions; secondly, time-
charts that were collected of working weeks by workers
who worked shifts for a shift-work pilot study and time-
charts th~c were collected from workers who work normal
working hours - these w~re to form a basis for the
distribution of leisure-time; thirdly, and this is the
heart of the study, a proportionally large sample of
workers in the Durban area about the relationship
between their leisure time and material culture (3).

For the third component of the survey (which was the one I
participated in), survey questi ;nnaires were distributed on a
proportional basis to the diffe:r:'entindustries in Durban. The
distribution was conducted according to the \snowball method'
but proportional distribution to gender and urban/migrant
populations was ensured. Questionnaires were handed out
through union structures and distributed by shop stewards on
a first-come-first-served basis.

Unions in all sectors except thC,oilco:rganised by t:he
National Union of Metal workers of South Africa (Numsa) co-
opGrated, which biased the survey towards women respondents.

The return rate was 244 out cf 735 lout of which 590
reached workers) t which was within acceptable limits
(generally set at 20-20 percent for self-administered
questionnaires). 48 were filled in incorrectly and the
reliable r.eturn-ratE:!was therefore ~9 De)~Cent.

._"/ ...

•
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While Blcack Ma,m12aRising was read ::Jya fair number of
)

) ,respondents (5.8 percent), it is still lower than 'Cnose who
voluIltarily cited James Hadley Chase (7.9 percent) or the Bible
(13.7 percent). The statistics o~ attendance at rallies and
cultural activities were more re:o:realing.

37.8 percent of workers have heard about worker plays, 33.7
percent have seen worker plays and 18.3 percent have read
about worker plays. Of those; "'1:J,? have heard of wOiker!playa
the trade union and the workb ~~ ~s their source of
hlformation - 27.3 percent heard'irom other workers and 26
percent from shop .stewarc.J.scompared to 8.4 percent :from the
community. There is aloo ~ high attendance at workers
rallies (49.7 pe~cent) where cultu~al events are performed
as well as 29.5 percent who attend cultural events in the
commu'rlity.

\\
)\The figures for exposure to worker poetry in performance would b(;;))

'i \\ similar to e.-losecited for workers' rallies (given the freq!:'~ncyI
\_

with which worker poets appear at these rallies) and higher than
those for worker plays.

Even a cursory glance at the book trade in Durban shows that
a limited. range of printed literature .is available to workers.
All the fo~al LookshoPS are located in the central business
district and the white suburas and there at~ few, if any, outle~-'C:::.-/
easily accessible to wo:tkers who live and w9rk qp.t.sideof these
areas. ~t is clear from the CWLP sunray that moat of the
literature read by wOJ:"kersis made ava i.Lab'Le, f,hrough schools,

1

churches or general stores. 'The only significant exceptions are
thoae forms of media and literat'lre distributed t.hzouqh community
and labour organisations (for €..xample,union newspapers and to a
lesser extent books such as Black Mamba, Ri§i~q) .

Worker poetry has been published in th~ee main types of
publications: union newspapers, j oi\rnals aimed an workers and
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.90l1ections of poetrry , The jpurnals include the' Natal joul'ual C'f
. . ~

the Congress 01 Shuth African Writers (Cosaw) Writ'l'~)il'a",:ebQQk.
.» to, ''>

ap.d the Zulu language journal IniJ.:&la..With a limited circulation
, \".,';," ,

(3 000 to 4 000 C9l"t' 'i), these'; were launched subsequent to t.he
I

CWLPsurvey and il •.'l:ore do not feature in its resulte. Although
\"0) \.-"

a. 1,imited number ot copies of Blagk MambaRieing were distTibuted ,\

t.hnouqh bookshops I these were probably purchased by peop.Ie who

fall outside of the focus of this study. 'fhe majod.,.Lyof copi,e"!
,\

were sold directly to workers, either through union structuraetor

at mass rallies. CWLPgives total distribution figUJ:es of 3 000

English editions and 1 000 Zulu editions. This is stark}y

contrasted against the fact that mass rallies have attendance
I

figures which ~t;l. gccasion exceeded 100 000.36 I am inclined to
"

discount' thi;;'l for the reason that :~o comprehensive recol~d8 exist
' •. .J .. I

of actual sales OI.11dmany copies may still be sitting in boxes

throughout Natal. Furthermore sales of 3 000 out of a population

I
counted in the millions does not constitute mass exposure.

The fact that performance events are the dominant medium

through which workers are: e:xpos~d to worker poetry demanded

appropriate research met.hoda, During the period of my research I

assisted in the recording ofl and had access to, video-tapes of a

36. According to suaan Joubert's survey of the South Af:ci(!,an
publishing, sales of 3000 copies of a novel - let ah. ,~~a
collection of poetry - would classify Black MamlQa Rising as a
best seller.
S. Joubert 1 ItPubl".Shing in Another South Afr .i.cas Problems and
Projections," diss., 1J' of Sterling, ',990: 12 .

-------~-----------------------------------------------------~---
•
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number of cultural eventf.lJ;37attended numerous such everts; spent
many hours talking to poets (informally at work, in meetings, in
workshops ..and in formal interviews); spoke informally to members
of the audiences; and watched video footago with poets,
disquBsing the nature of the audienc~s' :tesponsC!s.The poets
spoke to me about the feedback they had received from individual
members after events and some reported people criticising or.
discuss:.ng the meaning of their poetry. I also conducted a small
nnmPer of individual interviews with workers towards the end of
my research.38 In conducting these interviews I had limited and
specific objectives. I wanted to test, in a more fornfi:tlinterview
situation, the conclusions I had been led towards during my ~
fieldwork. The intervie~ys are discussed in more detail below.

Detailed investigation of poetry in perf("ormance, and more
specifically of Zulu izibongd, was of course not without
precegent. Elizabeth Gunner's .lmpresaive research Lnt.o Zulu
izibongo proved to be an extremely ueeful resource in my
del ib,-~rations.In her unpublished thesis, "Ukubonga Ne?::i.bongQIII

she argues that Zulu izibongo can be divider. into two broad

--------~--------------------------------------------------------
37. Sitas not.es that the CWLP (where I was based for a year

during my rescarc~) h~s aproximately 180 hours of such
documentary footage. .
A. sit.as, "Voice and Gt'!sturein South Africa's Revolution: A
Stud'}"of Worker Gatherings and Performance Genre,;,>in Natal. II

unpublished paper I Histol-Y Workshop Conference I U of
Witwat~rsrand, 1990.

38. These interviews were conducted in January and April of 1990
and are det~iled in my bibliography.



c.

categories of performance: Mode A and Mode S.39 The first
includes skilled performance in a formal situation, with an
imbongi generally dominatin,g the situation and a major focus on
verbe l, and vocal skill. The person being praised is oftEm not
physically present. Mode Sf on the other hand, refers to non-
specialist petformances in a. communa), setting that combine
Fraising with speech, chant, dance and song. The person being
p:r:aised is generally present and usually part of the performance,
if not at its centre.

Worker poetry, as will be seen in later discussion, emerged
into t.he already d'J!finedcontext of trade union meetings, mass
rallies and cultural evenings. Although one can draw few direct
parallels between the two modes of performance described by
Gunner and the 'modea of performance' used by worker poets", the
worker performances generally fitt.ed Lnt o her Mode A, illthat
they involved specialist performers praising organisations and
leaders which or who mayor may not have b~en present.40

The live performauqee I attended took place in a rarge of
venues. Th.ase ve ried from, on the one extreme, pcec ry workshops
in which emaIl numbers of poets performed and discussed their

39. E. A. W. Gunner I "Ukubonga Neozibongo: Z\.llul?ralsing and
l?raiRes,1ldies. TJ of London, 1984.fo

1

i
I
f 0
t ,;'.1',

40. A similar point is made by Gunner and Mafika GwaleJ.,in their
introduction T') M.'!.Who! Z1JJ.1J Popular t'loetl;Y, alt.hough the
categories th~i uae are a monification of those mentioned
here.
E .A.W. Gunner and M. Gwala, Muabo! Zuly l?oPula:r;: ~:J.nu.JlSUl (East
IJansing: Mic'nigan Stat:e Univ~!'sity l?ress, 1991).
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poetry to on the other, the large'St mass ra:i.lyin Durban's recent
history (held to welcome Nelson Mandela after his release from
prison) ,41 I have focueed my G'Jttentiono~ three main categories
of events where worker poetry il3performed: small workshops and

::::::'.

cuLt.uz'aL events where the audience consisted primarily of other
perfon,lers (Type I); cultural events which attracted a larger
audience h\·.;J.tstill focused on performances (Type II); masso
rallies wbere the main item on the agenda was speeches by
leadership figures (Type III). In what fallows I discuss the
general attributes of these different types of performance, as
well as analysi.ng more specific factors which influenced the
natu:r:eof the pe rfiorrnanceevent..

Audience re$ponses at all three kinds o~_lrvents were similar
::;> ..----

and exhibited consistent criteria being applied by the audiences
in their apprecLat.Lon, or otherwise, of the poetry. It is,
however, worth noting a few importa.nt differences. The pl'~~,try
performed at these different events was usually the same, unlike
tha case of Gunner's mod~s of performance. Some poets, such as
Nise MalanJe, found the sf<laller,more ant i.nat e Y~r~ues more
apprc>priat.efor their more personal poems which, they were aware I

did not meet the requirement~ of performanQes in larger rallies.

-----------------~-----~-----------------------------------------
41. I also attended pexf ormancea in Johannesburg ..wher-e the Durban

po~ts performed before national audiences, firstly of workers
at the coaat.u CuLt.ur'al, Festival and secondly of a broader
cross-section at the Welcome Home Rally for the first batch
of high profile Robben Islfmd priaoriers at First National
Bank Stadium. I was able to ob~erve at first hand the
audiences' responses and, perhaps more importantlYt organise
that the performances be record~d 0n video-tape.
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Other poets, like Qabula, used smaller venues for more
expe:rimental work which required a diff.~=ent and more directed
form of audience participation.~3, The venue was therefore
significant insotar as it had an effect on the size and nature ot
the audience and the distance of the audience from the performe!.'.

Type I Events
A number of 'workshops' took place during my research; in Durban,
Pinetown, Newcastle and Empang~~i. Attendance ranged from 10 (a
rehearsal for the May Day cUltUl:-eWeek in Durban) to 150 (at ~
Empang~n:t). They often started with .a talk on culture accompanied\
by a purpose-made CWLP yideo. This invariably entailed an
argument comparing "elitist" or "dominant" culture (such as
opera, ballet, cindma, tonrist'"'oriented "traditional" cult\lre)
with "popular'" culture (including various popular practices and
traditions) . .ft was st:r"essedto those present that +-:heyshould
not fee1 const:rained to produce cultaral acts within the
aesthetic and ideolqgical parameters taught at school and

c)

popularised by the commercial mass media. Examples were shewn on
(J ,I

video of workers and youth producing cultural acts thai dray; on
their everyday life ..~xperiences.

After discussion, workshop participants bjlokei~to)maller
discipline-specific.: g"l-GUpS(usually choir" poetry and ~~_lima).

~- - - - ',- - - - - - - - - - - - .... _. -\~ .. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .... - - - - - _, - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - in"l ~'_-

42. For example, in one SU:l.gpoem he performed at the Howard
College May Day Cultural Svening, he had the audience sing a
drum beat while he sang.
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Different workshop facilitators worki(!!dwith the particlpantiJ in
,:

producing performances. After these sessions, 'the participants
r,aturned to perform for the larger, group.

i

While these e;vel1tsincluded both speeches and performances,
the speeches were different to those given at mass rallies. The
more experienc~a performers and workshop facilitatore held the
reigns. While the ~udience was generally united by broad
political conviction, the emphasis was on their co~on interest
in teaching and learning specific performance skills. The Ie

audience in such events consisted of aspirant perfJ)rmers who had
\\ ,~

been through much discussion by the time the performances took
place. Audience responses often showed both enthusi~stic support
for younger performers and app.recd.at Lone of more experienced
performers. Frequently "the audience pUl:posef'-lllyimitated a

'f

larger audf.enoe, with Lndd.vd.duaLa ululating or calling
encouraging responses (such as IImuaholl).The criteria of response
were s1milar to those discussed below, although they were more
self-consciously employed. It was as if th( -xpezLenced
performers simulated the larger audience in order to encourage
the performers and to give them a. sense of the kinds of audi.;!nce
responses they might ~xpect. It ,also illustrated their intimate
knowledge of the kinds of conventions thei,r c.:udiences"use in
responding to their poetry .

•
Type II Events

rrheae events were carefully (though not alw~ys fluently) I;Jtage-
managed sequences 6f cultural events. Such events occur-red,
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during my research, at Durban Un~vereity, Clairwood Trade Union
and Cultural Centre, and the Pinet'own Sached offices (which was

-I \;

where the Pinetown Cultural Local was based) .
1he audience consisted of active otganisational membership,

predominantly trade union shop stewards and youth group
organisel:s, as the events were advertised'at union offices and
only occasionally :Lnthe factories and townships. They were
usually even.i.ngevents, making i.tnecessary to provide transport
home (buses and trains were not available after 7pm in Durban and
travel after dark was dangerous). The composition of the audience
depended very much on the Locat.Loea of the venue and the
accessihility of t;r-ansport.For.,example, the Pinetown events were,
held at a venue \'ihichwas acrose the :toad from a taxi rank. The
organisers were on friendly terms with the taxi. dr:i.vers,£lome of

..;.l

whom tiare asked 1;:0 wait for th event to finish. The audience
here was unquestionably larger and more predominant~y working
class thart that at Durban University (from where there was no
public transport at night).

The audience at such events was presented with the cultural
performances only, with p~rhap8 a short talk on culture at the
beginning. Once again t.heae,talks uaua lLy focused on the theme of
workers taking control of their cultural act.ivities, and the idea
that indigenotts and syncretic forms were not s.i3na of
backwardness.

'rhe worst venue I experienced during my research was the
Howard Ccllege ~:heatre at the University of Natal. The '~vent ",as
a "cultural eveningll which formed part of: the CWLP Nay Day
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Culture Week in 1989. The focus was on cultural performsl1ceEvby a
range of individua.ls and groups, including Madlinyoka Ntanzi,
Qabula, Die Bafenas (a dance and song troupe from
Pietermaritzburg) and a group of Pondo women traditional dancers.
The aud i.encewas small and obviously felt as Lr.':'d.bitedas the
performers themselves. The fixed seats pre\'8r~·.:ed.mingling and
individualised the audience so tha.tthey felL self-conscious -
often expressing opinions by whispering j nr,o each others ears,
rather than shouti) ~ them out as is usually the case. The
performers were also self-conscious and neve v really got into
their stride, pite some enthusiastic encouragementofrom a
small section of the audience. The self-consciousness of both
perfoi~ers and audience may have been a result of the session
being video-taped. One camera focused on the audience and another
on the performers and bright spotlights shone in both directions.
~lthough aimi~ ~rangements for dO'7umenting the events were
used at other events, the small size of the audience made the
cameras more 'conspicuous.

A more Buccess:i;,ulevent of the same 'type wa,;3the cultural

I

J •

evenin8 at the Pinetown Sached hall, org~nised by the Pinetown
CuItural Local, A range of local performers" drawing on a variety
of performance styles (ranging from performing poets to gospel
choirs} were enthusiastically rec<::!l.vedby the audience. The
audience consisted mainly of shop at~warde were invited t~· , '~y

on after a meeting and assured that taxis would wait for them.
The seating was loose and informal and the audience joined in by
dancing and cheering. A number of men from the audience performed
inspired dances.
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Type III Events

In this final category of events the audience was drawn to the
ral21y as a whole, which was an explicitly political form of
mobilisat.ion. Here, the performances were seen by the organisers
as a functional part of that mobilieation.43

Tr.e r -op'l.e who set the agenda and controlled the platform
were generally not cultural workers but political activists.
Their main aim was to stage an event that mobilised and united
organisational supporters, usually around a particul~r issue.

/!
This lent impetus to campaigns, carried significant propaganda
valu~ (via the press and word-of-mouth reports of the event) and
asserted the organiaaticns' presence in the area. It often aimed
to persuade the audience of the or~::Jlisation's point of view on
an issue, or (where .consensue has not been reached between
leaders) allowed for competing view-s to be axt.Lcu Laced ,

Usually such events began at about lOam with a cultural
programmet including pl'etry and music, until midday when the
speeches began. These continued for a nun~er of hours,

-------------_---------------------------------------------------
43. See Sitas, "VOice and Gesture", for discussion of the plac..a

of poetry within the worker gatherings. He argues that there
-arethree main I1modes" within these gatherings, "each one
-vdth its own laws of participations and limits". Poetry fits
'lfdthina "defiant and heroic mode" in which the audience is
a~1ke1 to 'enjoy' performances that ae.se rt; "tbe performance-
vitality of popular culturell• To t.his I would add that the
audience was irvited not only to enjoy these performanc~~ but
also to participate in them, mainly through singing f-;t'ee!dom
SOh_;:1i that were frequently (though not always) led from the
stag;~.

•

\
)
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inte~spersed with more poetry and singing (the latter often led
from the st.agebut involvir:q the whole audience) .

One F.p,lchevent was the rally held by the African National
) :.'~,:i

Congress (ANC) in early 1990 to welcome Nelson Mandela after h::.s
release from prison. Mandelate speech, containing an impassioned
pl.ea for peace in Natal, was broadcast throughout the worlcfi~:$"lhat
the viewers did not see on their television screens was the large
number of performances included in the build-up to his speech and
after his departure, This body of performers - invited by the
Natal region of the Congress of South African Writers (Cosaw) -
included an array of poets, choirs and bands. Like the audience,

II..;,

they represented a cross-section of Natal's population,
predominantly African youth and workers but including people from
diverse communf t Lea throughout Natal. While the audience of
approximately 100 000 was enthusiastic and responsive, the venue
had its Ldrni.t.at.Lona , The performers were swallowed up-by a
massive scaffold around the stage that hid their dress and
gestures, which are (as I will argue later) important elements of
the performanG.', Performances were rendered more static by
microphones. The uistance between performer and audience, and the

(
•

distortions of the sound system, also appeared to make it more
difficult for the audien~e to hear and comprehend complex
imagery.

o

The audience contributed substantially to the cultural
elements and events of the daYi singing songa and chanting
slogans from the time they boarded buaee and t.rains in the
townships and rural areas, t.hrnv:hout the day and until they
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disembarked at their homes. 'l'heLoca l, level J;nobilieationof
people attending the rally was cqnd~cted by ANC and Cosatu
branches. The audience grew f~om about 50 000 at the start of the
proceedings to its largest at midday when Mandela arrived by
helicopter. People were excited, jubilant and at times almost
beyond the control of the 2 000 marshals inside and around the
etaqium. There wati3a highly receptive but slightly impatient mood
as they awa{ted the appearance of ANC leader Mandela.

To illustrate the range of compet,ing poetic styles I have chosen
to discuss the Mandela rally in detail. As mentioned above
representatives of all the ma[oz poetics styles which together

'-~\"

constitute worker poetry were present. The rally can/therefore Be

seen as an arena in which these poetic styles were performed to
the largest possible audience, in a way competing with each other
for attention and appreciation.

Arguably the most powerful oral poet, drawing on the
izibongo for insp1rat.ion, was Ntanzi. At the Mandela Rally I when
he stepped onto the stage, clad in an.imal skins and a khaki
peaked cap and car-tyre sandals, TUany people in the audience
~~ld hardly see him in the cage that was the second floor of

stage - the third (and uppermost) floor being raaerved for
speakers.

Ntanzi established an instant rapport with the audience with
a revolutionary song. He lead and they responded in the manner

•

57



common to theae songs throughout South Africa.44 He brought the
song to a close with the customary slogans and then launched into
a revamped v-ersion of his praise poem "Buya Mandela" (Return
Mandela). It wa~, as is his usual practice, updated to
accommodate the fact that Mandela was doing exactly that and.
included biting criticism of Mandela'e oPPosition, the South
African government and its perceived a11ie8,45

The audience responded instantaneously and consistently
throughout his performance. A video camera panning acr0r""~the

i I

audience recorded a sea of raised arms !isthey took their cues to
respond verb~lly and physically, jum},Jingup with thei:r:fists held
Ii
j.~igh.46 BY. the time Ntan() ended his poem, again with the
customary slogans..;the audience could no longer sta~ seated and
he received what was probably one of the most vocal and susbaf.ned
rounds of ap:f!J,auseof the day.

Ntanzi W8.a;.; not the only imbongi-style poet who receivE~d a
positive response at the Mandela rally, neither/was he the only

II
'Iizibongo-style performer. Gladman Ngubo and Qa~llla both received.

similar, though ma~ally less enthusiastic responses to their
Zulu poems.

------------------------------------------~)---------------------
44. For discussion of freedom songs see Veit Erlmann's

unpublished paper, "Black Political Song in South Africa -
Some Research Perspectives", 1983.

45. Gunner and Gwala cite this as evidence that Ntanzi is one the
only performers who fully briQges the gap between the old and
the new, the rural and the urban.

e

46. The idea ~f the izibongo containing cues for audience reponse
is referred co below and discussed in later chapters.

o
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The othe(F powerful cur;::-ent in Natal poetry is that which has

emerged from the many youth congresses. These groups developed
I

out of th.e n litant Congress of South Africa!i Student a (Casas)
(.

branches based in the schools. Since Casas was banned in the mid-
I

1980s an<{,during- the intensification of the war these

o:l."gan,).sacionshave. been at the forefront of struggle' in the

townships. Unquestionably' members of Natal's working class, they

were fiercely loyal to the ANCand thoRe who do not end up

unemployed frequently move into tpe und.ona, 4:7 In some area.s t.her~

were tensions between them and U,' \ion atructures, while in other

arRas close alliances have been forged. Their poets and poetry

usually formed p~r.t of a larger cultural effort, generally

centered arouncf' ,-,hclirf,.~8-
, \ '{ )

In tnese I~aaes t'~~ poets stepped fOl."wardduring a choral t
per foxmance to recite poetry drawing strongly on the rhythms an~j

imagery of M.zwC\kheMb0.1i's wozk, often in English but sometimes

i.n Zulu. The choir sang a choral accompaniment to their highly
{f

political ver ses .49 Ot.her youth poets performed similar poetry

but without the I';:!horalbacking.
0'

47. The role of students and youth in Natal politics is discussed
furcher in Chapter Four.

48 Sitas, I in "Voice and Gesture" de...tr{:r,eSi!'lhowthese choirs
often deveLoped from school chol ra' I I •

49. The Chesterville Youth Gr::>upare arguably one of the best/'r
e:JCamplesof this current. Their songs and poetry have 'u

published on the audio-caS/Jette M.u,eic for L;j.berati.Ql1 (Duz'ban :
eWLP, 1990).
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At t.he Mandala ~ally, Bongani Zindela and Purity Sha::ngase
I~

represented this strand of poetry. Although relat.ively weak

examples I their poet.Lc themes and styles were cypf.ca? of youth

poetry. Bonqan.i Zindela pe'rfiormed in the khaki un i.Eozrn of the
(\

ANC,with Kessie GoveEU(~raccompanying his poetry on the flute.

His poem beg'an with the s~':)gan, !IViva Congress of S011thAfrican

Writersll• B;~ then launched into a :goem "de6icated to the

stalwarts of the people". II Stalwarts 11 :i.s a term that has been I

used by Mbuli in his dedication to pOlitical prisoners. Zindelill!/

recited the story of them being "betraYt::ldby Rivonia", IIa,wal1ow70

]Jy R<>bbenI.~_!nd· and then 'vomited back into the ghettos'. He 'I
th~n recited a list of African countries which hq0:been liberat'rd

"t.hrough defeat". The audience response was mutel!\ either becaufs

the poetry was not appreciated or because the flute Q.ccompanim~!~t

gave non~ of t.M usual oppor~u.m.'~tieB for int ..Jt-at:nz~ appl.auae :11,

j?u.r~ty Sl},angase bega:.nwJ.th a number of slogans. Her roem" ..' I
consisted of a "statement from the dock", peppered with cr..lotes I

from Mandela' s own '~ell-know;l stat.ement. Although z ec i.t.ed in

rhythms akin ....,) those of the izibongo, the poem cOlltained no .

othe-r apparent poetic 'rlalities. Applause was not given during \

the poem but its end:tng was greeted withwh&atlinw and f'!heering.
\'

BoE:i!. of tti~ above performed in English, as did MbU;~i, w1"t'"\

received one of most enthuBJ.6stic responsE-so Mbul:Lwas, in NCltal

as well as other areas'of the country, something of a cult

'figure. 50

- .. - - - ... - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - _ .. - - .... - - - - - - -..... .\~ ... - - - - - - - - - - _. ~~- --- - - - - - - -- - _. -
50. Mbuli's poetry is discussed by Peter Horn, as cited in

Chapter One.
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Also wo~~h mentioning are thos( non-worker poets who
performed more literary poetry based on West::lr~1,mainly free
verse, poet.Lc conventions. Th\\e included Sana Naidoo, Axi Sitas
and myself. Naidoo' s poem,.we.s~\ardly heard by the audience I who
cazr;ed on talkinq and moving around durin.g her performance. This
was in spite of her pc~m being overtly politicall about the
education crisis. This was a clear example of the performance not
fitting Lnro the expect.at.Lenaof the audi.ence. Ari Sitas and
myself, having experienced similar rejection before, experimented
by including various types of repetition which would either be
familiar to the au.'1ience(Sitas used as a refrain a line from a
freedom song) or which would be picked up quickly (I used slogans
between verses, rhyming couplets and regular metre to create a
rhythmic base). Interestingly, it was those features which
elic1 ted a response from the audience. The more \alien' sect:l.,).l.lS

,,\
of our poems appeared, however I to lose t}te audience. ,1(Sit'.ae'

refrains, in particular ,ii r'eceIved a warm zespci ..ae .

From detailed observations of events such as this, I compiled a
list of indicators which appeared to be reliabls barometers of
audience appreciation. I then extracted the following analysis of
the audaences ' hcz Laona of expectations.

o

Slogans t wh.cch were used to frame the poems, invariably
elicited an enthusiastic response from the audience.51 In

51. For discussion of stud.es of framing (and other facets of
performance) see Bauman and Briggs.
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The least popular performances ~'ere marked by the audience
'switcLling off', talking and walking around.54 More eubatantial

Qabula's 'wordS theseA310gane "put [i::heaudience's] minds
together'C and "build them". 52 Weaker peats (or lesli oral poets)
took advantage of this and relied on slogans alii!a substitute for
effective poetry. 53 Such performances warp. dei:e.;:l:iJlbleas the
audience only responded to recognisable slogans wi;,i~ '."':".ventional
responses.

appreciation could be measured via two major indicators. Most

"musho" w~ich mE':lan.sliterally "hear him") and ululation. Also
obviously there was the volume of applause, chants (such as

worth noting were the precise moments at which applause occu.!:"red.
As I will discuss later, the 11ifYing function of the fral1ies
meant that the audience was 'p&lite' in providing at least a
minimum level of applause for anyone who stood on the stage andr-,
tried their best. The most limited fo~.m of 'polite' appLauae's,

'\)'
occurred at the end of the per":lrmance {as long as the aUdiere

could gue.s that the poem had ended - which was sometimes 01 the

_. _. __ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -" - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - __ " - --
52. A. Qabula, personal interview, October 1989. \~

.~-

I. \

53. As Isabel Hofmeyr has ggested to nel slogan chanting is in
itself a minor art fo:rlli,as-can be seen by the various
responses to different styles of chanting.

o
54. Liz Gunner made the useful point to me that there is a

difference between 'intent listening' and 'switching off'
which can be easily detected either through visual
observation or by matching silence with other indicators
discussed here. II
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is 'musho'). When a cadence was detected, even in a weaker

case) .55 A more substantial fonn of this kind of applause was
generally only given to po~ta that succeeded in developing a
dynamic 'dialogue' or rapport with the audience. In the izibongo,
each 'stanza' ends with a cadence and a pause, the cue for the
audience to encourage the performer to continue (a common phrase

performance, at least some member's of t~he audience complied with
"the convention. In stronger, more popular performances, however,

the volume increased as more members of the audience participated
in the response and some stood up and waved or began to ululate.
A more specific gGsture of approval (used when the audience could
get close enough to the stage) was to ·'fan' the pel:former,
showing how 'hot' the memb~r of the audience thought the poet
was. The best indicator of a highly appreciat~d performanc~ came

\-,

when the audience re~pdnded in becween cadences (interrupting the
stanzas) by erupting into cheering, ululating, whistling and
dancing. ThJ.swas also much louder than polite applause.

Using t.hep8 indicators, assie;ted by the statements by
intervie'W,eesand poet.s, I extracted the following criteria t.hat;
the audience appeared to use in their appreciation of
performances.

o

There waG a minimum requirement in relat,ion to the 'ene:r:gy'
(or as an interviewee put it, the lIoomphn) of a p€::rformance.56In

55. Sana Naidoo, for example, truncated her poem When she
realised that the audience was not paying attention. If all
else failed the concluding slogans would signal the end of
the performance.

56. Interviewee 1, personal interview, January 1993.
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Qabula' a words, "one must never fall asleep lister-,ingto the
izibongo".57 'Energy' is a composite term that can refer to
dress, gesture, rhythm, tone and use of language. In other words,
the poem first ang foremost had be an exciting performance. In

"t~is ,regard the conventions of the izibongo were undoubtedly
\\pr~ferred by the audience; for'example the relatively high,

'(,

sustained tone and rapid rhythm of delivery, the use of cadences I

the use of arm and leg movements and unusual, usually symbolic,
dresES.

Ntanzi came closest to the traditional style of dress when
he pt:!rformedin animal skins. This id~ntified him as !inimbongi
of some st"anding and lent an air of intensity and ferocity to his
performance. He adder" ..:.0 the skins a khaki peaked cap 1 a}?parentljr
a symbol of the guerrilla or freedorn fighter. This odd '_CC/

combination symbolised the transformation of the traditional
s;"yle and set him apart from his predecessors. More recently he
has performed ill the khaki uniform of the ANC, since his skins
were stolen.58 Qab'Ula, on the other hand had taken on a
combination of torn clothes and a carefully crafted black shirt

()

fringed with coloured rags. A.lthoughhis shirt had no collar, he
wore a tie. He told me this dress symbolised someone who was once

57- A.T. Qabulal personal interview, October 1990.
58. A.ccorr.inHto popular rumourt it was stolen by the security

police to render him less powerful.
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These fonns of dress appeared to be effective in

rich. but who had been reduced to destitution.59 As was
r: 'h1ighted in the cover design of a collection of Natal poetry,
the shirt also resembled the feathers of a;n insingizi bird (the
Common Ground Ho~nbill in English), known as a prophet of
rainstorms and ~;nerefore used as a metaphor foJ(:the poet. 60 Ngubo

\ a
dressed in the urban 'uniform' of the Cosatu f?hop stewa~d, an
'American'"peaked cap and a C()satu tracksuit top. There wee?
('Itherpoets who wore the full khaki outfit associated with t '~

ANC or, in one ease, a formal suit.

establishing the poet with a particular identity. They lift

o
59. Russel Kaschu1a received the same explanation fronl Qabu1a.

See his "Iimbongi in Context: An Analysis of the Contrasting
Power Bases of Three Sout.h African Iimbongi,lI unpublished
paper (Umtata: Bureau for African Research and Documentation,
U of Transkei, 1991).

60. See ~.ne~ngizi; Loug HsilQr Liyes (Durban: Culture and
hWorking Life Publications, 1989). J

,Ihim/her above the crowd (as do the p).atfl.)rmand the microphone)
and signify that this was soroeone 'f?pecial', or more directly
identified him/her as an imbongi.

While dress appeared to be important in capturing the
audience's atten1;.k"P-,gesture was one of the important elements
holding their attention throughout the performance. N~lbo, for
example, argued to me that people should be able to 'see' what
the poet is saying~

Your actions must be equal. Even if someone can't understand
your language they can see you are talking about something
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sad. If.you just stand there the audience will also become
bored.t.l

The worker poets moved constantly during their perform:mces
(althougrl, as mentioned, this was restricted by microphones),
acting out;the message or simply moving their bodies 'in time' to
the rhythms of the performance.

Language was also1a factor, with Zulu poems generally
receiving more enthus~astic responses. Certain performers, like
Mbuli, were able to tr~nscend this and appe?red to be appreciated
even by .+;'hose.rhodd.dn''.understand English. This issue is
discussed in further d~tail below.

Related to this is the need for the worker poet to achieve a
fine balance between figurative and literal language. As II
mentioned above larger nudien~es appeared to need more literal

\!

language as they could not hear cCas clearly as in a smaller, more
intimate, venue. This may also have been related to the regional
specificity of certain meta:~hors and images. What is so common as
to be almost: denotative in one area may be'r:.foreign connotation

II0
LJ 66

in another area. Larger rallies brought the audience together
from a wide range of places and t:hepoet had t.obe sensitive to
this.62 Interesting in this reg~.rd was the way in whdch old

61. G. Ngubo, personal interview, April 1990.

62. Stuart Hall has challenged the distinction between denotation
and. connotation, arguing that a denotative meaning is usually
only :r:egardedas such because it is so widely held as to
appear 'natural'.
S. Hall, ItEneodd ng/Decoding, II .cuItur~ r Media, !lam;nJ,ageed.
B.Hall (London: T] of Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, 1980): 128-138.
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o

images and meanings have been revived by.certain poets and
adopted,by otherB. For example the mole (mvukuzane) was first
used by Qabu1a to describe the und.on t a \infiltration' of a
factory and was later used by at least two other poets. Ngubo

\~.adoptedi 'and '\iJ widely known by) the praise name Mvukuzane for "
his poetic petformances~

The poets who were well received also "built up" (Qc(bu1a's
words) their audiences by ¥sing the 'additive effect' common to
the izibongo. Images and metaphors were not neC'essari1y deve1uped
in 'logical sequence' but were sometimes heaped onto each oth~r
in a seemingly arbitrary fClsh1on. This was more common among the
more oral poets (by which I mean those poets, such as Ntanzi, who
tended to compose orz-l1y, either before or during performance) .
Military imagery was common, given the level of violence, and t~.e

,
~, \ANCts 'traditicna1 we~pons' (the AK47, tne bazooka, the Scorpi6n

machine pistol) were frequently invoked to symbolise power and
strug'gle. ThE::lradvantage for the poets was that within their
audf.ence, given the extent of the violence I these were
pract.LcalLy universal symbols. It was int.eresting that :Ntanzi
used these images in his performance of "Buya Mandala" in
Johannesburg but dropped them and used more (.;olloquial
expressions in his performance of the same poem in Durban .

Perhaps most importantly I agre.ement with the :i.derla
communicated through the poems was undoubtedly a criteria of
appreciation. 'I'hit:lwas evideliocedby the huge cheers awarded to

\.1';

crafty'lnsulta direcced at the ANe's and Cosatu's opponents. For
ex.ample, Ntanzi's description of "collaboratorslI shivering with

67
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f.ea~ and filling t~e streets with diarrhoea received an
enthusiastic response. As will:b~ di~uased further in the next
chapter, this must be seen in the ~ontext of the function of tne
rallies as a tqrm of r~6istance and an asse~~lon of identity. As

discussed below, while ideological agreement/ ....ppsars to be
necessary for appreciation, it is certainly not sufficient.

It was obvioUS that the orality of a performance was
extremely significant. A written poem was generally only
acceptable to the audience if the written text was 'invisible'
and the performance worked orally. In C(i/seswhere poets read
their poem this often interfered with the peIfor-nance and marred
the relati.onship with the audience. Reciting from memory was not
necessarily a problem, as Ngubo showed in his very lively
performances. The audience was also reasonably forgiving when a
poet $tumbled or stuttered - as long as the rhythm and energy of
the performance was maintained.

As has been discussed in the previous chapter, once Qabula
had been published and moved from the factOJ::yto the university
he became more r.ext-bound. Usually he overcame this problem by
memorising his poems but there we~e occasions where he read his
poems, to their detriment. A good example of this was his

', 'performance of IIMadelakufall, at a rally to welcome released ANC

o
prisoners. He finished writing the poem th~ night before and was
not confident enough tq perform it fro~memor:r. His reading
lacked the vitality and rhythm that had previously characterised
his work, and the audience's resl:)onsewas far lesa enthusi. ",tic
than on other occasions. The organisers cut him short, before he
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had completed his lengthy poem. Although this was supposedly due
to time constraints, it ~f'.J,lnlikelythat they Would have

, \
\attempted the same with ~ . ?i, whose performance wa~ far too

vigorous to allow anyone to tap him on the shoulder.
/)

My research confinns Gunner's rese~vations about an over-
reliance on writing, mentioned in the previous chapter. one of
Ntanzi's strengths, from an audier.ce perspective, is his orality
and hi.s ability to adapt his poems to suit the context of the

"pert(),';mQnc~.I have three c:'i ;ferent versions of Ntanz::"s "Buya
Mandel a II recorded on videotape, all of which are significantly

/i

different and which were modified to address the specific iSS~S
/i

around ,which the occasion was organised, rhis relates to the«fact
that relevance und immediacy appeared to be an important cri~ria
by which the audience judges the poetry.

It is'one thing, however, to d6.'sc:r:ibethe performance events anq
the audienc~'s observable responses to the poetry in general
terms. It i~. howeve r, far more difficult to tease out the

'\
" \complexiti.es of individual respcnses. While it is not the

intention of this study to exhaustively de~cribe or analyse what
lies underneath the surface - and indeed I would argue that is
virtually impossible - it ia necessary, by way of example, to
explore at least Bome of the more significant undercurrents.

Through the personal Lntezvi.ewaar.d informal discussions
mentioned above, I attempted to test and further clarify the
above observatiop~. In addition to the well-documented dynamics
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and -diffir8ultiesof the personal interv::lewI a numbe r of specific
if [ ,

problems ;'pndchallenges were posed by my research focus. 63

In'many senses the attempt to establish the individual's
response in a mass situation is a contradict)on in terms. It has

\\

to be done after the event, when the individual is alone again
and many of the event's effects are lost. In my inte:t'viewst
therefore, I had to try to reproduce the pe:Cform~nce situation

\\:',

for individual workers:\.
The most effective strategy was to s)1.owvideo footage of

previous events and discuss the poetry contained th~rein.
Watchiu .....a video-taped' performance, however, is very different to
part.icipating in a rally. Some of the reasons for this relate to
the nature of tbe intervi.ew situation and others to the
t.eLev Lr-ua I medium. '::\helatter will be di~3cussei9in detail in
Chapter Seven. IJ: is sufficient here to note thai: ~Jhile the vd.deo.
r~,cording approx::"matesfacets of the visua] and aural detail
(depending on the quality ?f the recording) t it does no~ provide

63. I do not claim that. the admittedly "small sample was
representative of workers ~n the g~leater Durban area. This'
was partly due to the fact that I ~iad difficulty ;i.~; gaining
access to sufficient individuals 'to balance and bolster the
sample. In spite of the relevant Cosatu structures agreeing
to cooperate with me, access to workers for the purposes of
conducting lengthy interviews proved difficult. The
interviews had to be conducted after hours, in venues away
from the conflict ridden areas where workers lived. This was
due to problems st;lchas public tranS1;)Drtbeing risky in
Durban after 7pmi che predominance of male and resident {non-
mi;Jrant} workers in the organisational structures that
facilitated the interviews i and my own short.age of time. I
also reached a point when I concluded 1 hat I was receiving
little new information. I found the informal forms of cont aot»
described above more fruitf111. ..
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the same sense of occasion; it loa~s the audience'S emotional
invol~~ment in the event itself, the relationship between the
audience members 1 and the dialogue betr.lreellthem and the
performers.

Although it was essential to, as far as possible, interview
individuals alone, this tended to lend the occasion a rather
formal air. The interview was an event If as the xesearcher, hal
c;t'eat.ed;was in control of, and which had nOne of the subjective
qualibiel:iascribed Cby member.::!of the audience) to the mass
political rally. The interviewee' s rE~SpOnli:lesrarely contained the
Leve La of enthusiasm visible when groups of people watched the
videos in less forma). 8itt:ations (let alone those found ;i'1 a mass

\ c-

rally). A stark I3xample of this was an occasion when I visited
the Pinetown National Union of Metalworkers of South A.f:rica
(Numsa, previously Mawu) office. I had been invited to do so
because a youth meeting was taking place and tit ~hop steward
suggested I might find someone to interview. A young woman was
released from the meeting and when the interview was over
participants in the meeting asked to see t.he foo:t--ii,C'l'~.64 Their
responses to the videos I had brought with me were markedly
different to the young woman's and more closely approximated
responses at live events. On the other hand, I learned things
t.hzouqh the interview that I could never have simply observed by

watching the audience.

64. Interviewee 9, personal interview, April 1990.
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Most of the interviews were conduuted in English, although a
,tl:-aaslatorwas always available. I decided that,;)it was
p:raferable, given Natal's intense political conf Ld.ctr;'to be able
to rea8~11"(ethe interviewees that their comments would be treated
confidentially. As the only translators available to me were
memberR of unions and politiCal organisations, I was concerned
that the interviewees should not feel obliged to respond with
politically accept.ab.Lestatements. 65 Unfortunatei~Y the use of

,\_)

English had the disadvantage of precluding the use of any
specialised vocabulary t'J:latthe interviewees may have had,

/:

althoug!i I made it clear at; the ou ...jet of each intervH3w tllat
they should feel fi:ceeto use Zulu words at any point in the
discussion.

A m~re specific problem that I confronted was the fact that
inter;?retive strategies are rar':dy consciously employed. Although
mcf;lYpeople have fairly definite criteria by which they judge

"azt Lat.Lc works, these are rarely verbalised. This a.Lao applies to
the performers themselves. As is mentioned later, when I asked
Qabula what and how he would teach an a~piring imbongi, he
replied that he would tell them to go and listen to an
experienced imbongi ~personal interview). S:m:i.larly,he found it

difficult to list the ~l-j teria he would use w'1en judging another
poet's wurk. Some interviewees were reluctant to be judgmental or

1

J 0

65. For this reason I have also imposed anonymity on my
interviewees. I recorded names and bjographical details on
paper but left the tape recorder off during this part of the
interview.



to fav')ur .:mepoet above th(~:other. A cemmon argument I which I
,.~..,--,

heard on many occasions and (:'inmany inbJrriiews, was that
diffe1'ent poets weIe just .t.hat;"7', different - and not better or
'worse than ea~h other.

X found two strategies worked best to elicit this kind of
(")

information in the interviews. The first was to show the
interviewees two different poets p~rforming and ask them to
compare their work. The sepana was to ask the interviewee, after

~.

they had seen a performance, wbether they thought the performer
was talented. The ihterviewet!s ae~med to feel more cqmfortable

-' C.

li"~'.:'_ianswering this kind of question.
I, \ i

While information gained ~.tom the personal' interviews
contributed to the conclusions :t,drew, I am k.eenlY aware of their
limitations. In essence, these were that my sample was not as

i~repreElentative as I would have 1JJ~ed and that the information and
attitudes given by my informants could not be taken as a true

"reflection of their at.tit.ud~sD'l1d respotl:~~sto the poetry in a
live:,:performance situation. The Lnfoztnat.Longathered in ~his way
.:

w4A3 therefore subordinated to that gainL-d via other research
methods, as described above.

In general, individuals outside the context of the rally
expressed a more critical appreciatir,'?of the poetry than was
discernible in mass responses. While ~ost responded positively to
a wide range of performance st.yles:.in asking them to compare
different poet8' perfOrMances, it became clear that certain
styles and statements were prefe:rred.

Dress, movement and gesture were often cited by members of
.the audience as Lmpor-t;'/ components of the perfOI1nance. Those!
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A number of people commented on appreciEltion across language

interviewed did not identify the symbolism of Qabul«'s drese (as
explained above) but the symbolism of Ntanzi's dress was more
clearly understood. Qabula'B dress relies on relatively obscure
symbolism that is not embedded in the conventions with which the
audien~~ members were familiar. A youth in a wor~shop said that
Nta.nzi's attire "grabs yo,ur attention and makes you thinkll, and
another pointed out movem\\mt and gasture as signific.ant. Some

\

movemenus carl.jfspecific symbolism. For examp Le , when Ntanzi once
fell backward onto the floor of the stage between stanzas (as th~
audience ShOllt.Edtheir approval), a member of audience standing
next to me pointed it out as a deliberate and rec()gnised symbol

,;-

of inspiration derived from traditional dance.

barriers, ascerting that it was possible and ofte!).citins- Mbuli
as an example.66 A youth in a workshop said that even though he
couldn't understand Mbuli's words he could "see sadness and joy
Ln his performance" and could identify ';'i.ththat. Another person
I spoke to suggested it was because of 1',DuliI s powerful pre'!sence
and his senRual voice.67 I interpreted such comments al::Jevidence
of the significand<)of the dramatic elements of the performance.
They also substantiate the observation made above about 'energy'
being a central criteI"."Lanf popu l, ~evaluation, as did a comment

66. rnte.t·viewee10, personal i~'lterview,April 1990.

67. This was not in a form~l interview situation.
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by an interviewee that Ntanzi's "Buya Mandelall was weak be~uae
',->/

it did not have enough \oomph' ,68

Related to this was the apparent; significance of spontaneity'
- which 'Ras confirmed in a number of my intervie\lTs.69 The related
questions of oral i,tyand literacy have been ddscuased above.

) \,

It was on more general questions of poetic e'tyle <which I
see as encapsulating both performance and content) ~hat
differences seemed to exist. These fell primarily along the lines
of age and attitudes towards (or involvement in) traditional
forms of culture. One interviewee said that she, like most young
people she knew, preferred Mbuli'.lii'style to Nt.anzi," s but regarded
both as izib('Jngo,arguing that iziLongo should be kept alive.70

rnterview~es expressed different opinions about wha~ worker
poetry could be termed iz;ibongo. One argued that Ntanzi was not
performing :i.zibongobut that Mbuli was.?l

It appears that where che izibongb was still in use in the
daily livel3 of the audience, acceptance of an izlbongo'~Rtyled
performance was facilitaten. by familia::-itywith t.he conventions.

--------------------~--------------------------------------------
68. Interviewee 2, pereonal interview, January 1990.
69. Dtlm1.s~neNtahangasc:!suggested to me in informal conversation

that this may be due to the imnortance of an appearance of
spontaneity in the izibongo. P~rhaps spontaneity is taken as
an. indicator of inspiration.

70. Interview 9, April 1990.

71. Interviewee .2. said he thought this w&s because Ntanzi was Ita
Xhosa", while: Mzwakhe was "a Z'llu". Interviewee 10 said that
Mzwakhe was perf ormi.nq izibongo. "it's just that he's using
hie second language".
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In these cases the transformations required to appreciate the
emergent form primarily involved ideological id~ntification. '1'his
'pole' of audience response included people in the more 'rural
areas' of Natal a~d older people in the urban areas. Youth at a
woz'kehop in Empangeni expressed concern that if Ntanzi (who cornea
from that area) died there are no other. auch poets emerging to
take hje place.

On the other hand, where people have been more alienat.ed
from the oral tr~dition, appreciation not only involved agreement

'I

at the level of ideas but also an acceptance of, and
identification with the aymbo lLc va.Lue of, poetic style. 72 This
latter g:r:OtA.pwould include younger people who have grown pp in an
urban environment and whose inte:c.prettveexpectations have been
fo:r:medvia popular urban culture. Amor~g the urbanised youth
Mbuli's reggae-based poetry is apparently preferred to ~he
izibongo of Oillbulaand Ntanzi.73

Differences w€re noted in the 'messages' of different poets.
One interviewee remarked chat; the difference becw n IV'.tbuliand
Qabula was that the former spok~ about events in the townsbips
while the latter spoke more about Cosatu (Interviewee 1). Another
said he was not interested in the poems they were given at
school, which included Zulu izibongo. This was partly because

72. The notion of different poetic styles or forms carrying
symbolic value is discussed in Chapter Seven.

73. This was ....onfirmed by eve ..one I spoke to about this
question, including youth and people with othe;' preferences.

o
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important, for example that Ntanzi spoke the truth about Mandela.
In the Empangeni workshop poets were praised because Iltheytalk

they were read and not performed, but also because he liked poems
that were about,what was happening around him (Interviewee 2). He
first became interested in poetry when he started hearing it at
political meetings during his high school days.

That a poet spoke 'the truth' was frequently mentioned as

about our experience" i ,,"theyencourage us to look at wnat is
going on around us"; they IImakeour Jives come alive lik~ video"
and bece.use they IIinspire us and awaken our own talents";. One
participant said he "switches off like a T.V." when he hears poem
praising leaders of Inkatha on the radio. This suggests that, for
many people, ideological considerations may override aJ.l
others.74 Interviewees often began discussion of a poem by

referring to the 'message'.

Outside of the performance event, then, individual members

Members of the audience I however, insisted on the
distinction between poetry and slo9~ns, citing originality as one
characteristic t"hat differentiated the two. Further evidence of
this was the fact that the question.of talent was viewed
differently. Some iaterviewees were of the opinion that anyone
could perform if they tried, including tl"..emsjr:\lves, while others

r0
1
~

t
J 0,

thought it was a special gift.

of the audience tended to exhibit more critical responses to t.h=

74. Which is different to saying that poetic considerations do
not matter at all.
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The above analysis has important imrlications for the way in

poetry than those observabl~ in the p~rformance situation. Their
responses were based on a range of pcetic and ideological
expectations. some of which appear to be common and others wh~ch
vary according t.o the individual's prior experiences. 7S

'.\

which we view worker poetry. At the most basic leyel, it goes a
long way towards countering claims that worker audiences simply
respond to the PO@.ffiS as artless political slogans. The fact that
the aesthetic c:riteria employed by the audience appear to be
closely reL ;d to the izibongo reJnforces the view that much
worker poetry represents an adapt ion and reinvention of the
, ,

±.dbongo. It is alao clear that the poetry is deeply embedded in
the bz'oader c.orit ext.,which I have not yet discussed in any
detail. Thus far the focus has been on the spec~fic context in
which the poetry has been performed, that is the performance
~vents. These in turn require further contextualisation.

Befol.'emoving on to this task, there are a number of
conceptual issues that require clarification. In the next
chapter, therefore. I take a look at a number of criti.cal
concepts central to the later discussion. There is a

e

75. The danger in 'reading' aggregate responses of at live
audience and 'anthologising' these into a proposed hierarchy
is therefore that it can zeduce highly complex processes into
apparently simple onee. I have cried to indicate that the~e
are a range of poetic styles and messages competing for the
au0.ience's appr'ova.l, While I am convinced the above general
trends are accurate, it is likely that further research could
usefully highlight further complexities and divergences.
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mobilisation
/-" ....

,1in the broader development of a polit.icral

considerable, though diverse, body of litel.~aturethat can help
cla~ify some of the key questions that arose in the course of.
this study. 1 explore different ways of conceptualL ~ng and
researching the si~ificance of atldience and readership. I argue

~1\in later chapters that the j.ntimate dialogue that we have
observed between the poets and their audiences is enabled Ly
their situation within a broad interpretive community. The
rationale for this approach is debated in the following chapte;.

This discussion leads me to approach contli:lxtualisationat
two lev08. In Chapter Four I define and discuss the socio-
political context out of which the poets and their audiences have
emerged. The,maaa :.('al11esare situated as a specific form of

79

movement. This is followed, in the same chapter, by a discussion
of the persistence of the izibongo within the major constituency
of this polit.ical movement (Durbants African working class). This
chapter estab'1.ishesboth t::heorganisational processes through
which the audience was llkely to arrive at the performance
event s., and t.hckey cultural and intellectual resources the
audience brought with it.. In Chapter Five I look at the more
specific cont.ext,of the emergence of worker poetry within the
labour movement . What factors explain the precise nature. of t.he

poetry that has come to exist? Was it a conscious invention by
the political ~eadership of a powerful means of mobilising people
and influencing popular sentiment? Or is it something that has
bubbled up from below? How was it that the poets began to perform
in the style of the izibongo and :tdlQ. exactly initiated this style

\---.~------,.-.......-..."""'--~~; :~



of performaI~ce'? In the final two chapters I return to discuss
aspects of the poetry itself, and the kinds of ideas communicated
in and through the poetry.

o
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In a recent dis~ussion of poetics and performance, Richard Bauman
and Charles Briggs point out that the changing emphases in the
study of performance stress the importance ot detaiJ,l1:4studies of

->\-. 1

audience responses:
The movement from context to contextualization and related
concerns enables us to recognize the sophisticated way that
performex·s and audi.ences use poetic patterning in
interpreting the structure and significance of their own
discourse. Researchers can accordingly ground their analyais
in the participants' interpretive efforts. (70)

They observe that the distinction betweeI~ 'textt and 'context' is
being redefined, and the notions of "entextualizationll and
"contextualization" ar.egaining currency, thus shifting lithe
emphasis from product to processll (67). This approach not only
allows for integrated discussion of both the aesthetic and the
ideological in performed works but indeed stresses the necessity
of this. They do not, however, propose a conceptual framework
appropriate for the detailed discussion of audiences.

The following discussion aims to develop·such a conceptual
framework that can guide my investigation of tbe factors which I
will argue are central to an understanding of worker poetry.
While I have centered my exploration around concepts drawn
predominantly from Readar-Response criticism, an attempt is made
to synthesize these with relevant insights from oral studies.
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Although problems of readership and audience have been debated by
various theorists ann critics, their arguments tend to relate

II',!
iif
if'
1

!r
I

specifically to either written or oral literatu:t'e.Durban worker
,'I " I

poetry, as has been noted, is distributed in both c()~l a~"i'tt
"printed form. The =ecipients include people across the entire

oral/literate spectrum. While significant differences do exist
between readership (and the act of reading) and audience (and the
reception of an or~l performance), there is cleArly a need for a
critical theory of audience that can guide research into literary
forms that span both oral and written forms 04 expression.

It is not my intention to pzovd.de a comprehensive review of
f~
f
Ithe pertinent literature. Instead, I attempt to develop

appropriate concepxe by drawing extensively on the ideas of a
'<:.,!

82

wide range of writers whose discussions illuminate the key issues
under discussion. In the field of written literature alone, there
are a number of comprehensive surveys of Reader-Response
Critic':,sm,each of which runs to between 180 and 500 pages. Even
these end up being sketchy and under-emphasise ce.rtain trends
within the relevant body of theory. As the editor of one such
collection, Susan R. Suleiman, says:

Audience-oriented criticism is not one field but many, not a
single widely trodden path but a multiplicity of
crisscrossing, often divergent tracks that cover a vast area
of the cr~,.ticallandscape in a pattern whose comple?f~ty
dismays the brave and confounds the faint of heart.

76, S. R. Suleiman and I. Crosman, ,The Readet: in thCiText i ESSSiLYfii
on Audience and Int~rp~tatiQn (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1980): 6.

---,- __ ,J
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least some comment on the nature and role of the audience. This
has not, however, often reoulted in oral works being explicitly

, I

I "

On the other handr in the study of oral literature, audience
response and participation have of necessity been given mote
consistent attention. Many discussions of orature incorporate at

studied from an audience perspective. Furthermore there is no
body of work pertinent to orature that parallels Reader-Response
criticism in its specific focus on rea~s and the act of
reading. A survey of the various approaches to audience in the
case of orature would there:l:orebe an even more difficult and

, \, .unwieldy undertaking than a review of Reader-Response C;X.c].tJ.ci·sm.
An example of the diverse nature of oral audienc~s can be

found in one of the few discussions of orature which focuses on
the question of audience. Ruth Finnegan argues for the importance
of the audience in the study of oral poetry.77 She notes that
different genres and traditions of oral poetry carry with them
different audiences within distinct compoaf.c+ona and roles.
Furthermore i the f~amework may be performed under different
cdrcumat.ancea and for differ.ent reasons, wi.th different audiences
(or none at all). Within a single audience, d.Lffezx.nt;members of
the..audience may respond differently, Enjoyment and aesthetic
appreciation, she speculates, "must often be the primary interest
of the audience" (230). While these observations are important in
alerting the ctudent of orature to the danger of simplistic

77. R. Finnegan, ~~qetry; Its Nature, Significance and~Qcial
Context. (Cambridge University Press, 1977).

83



sources.

g(mel.-alisationsI they tend towards a shapeless relativism, as a
result of which her qiscussion provides little more than a Dense
of the range of poaad.hl,e audiences.

While acknowledging the diverse natuze of audiences, it is
my contention that a mor€-'iconceptually rigorous approach to the
study of audience can be woven out of a range of different

The discussion in the previous chapter centz-es on the apparent
existence of common criteria of appreciation among the various
audience members. In contrast to this view and, implicit in some
of the critical comments noted in the first c_hapterI is an
outdated notion of the crowd as \rabble', as a group of people at
worst unable or at best unwilling to discriminate between poetry
and slogans. While my analysis of per:formance events aasez-ts the
existence of both aesthetic and ideological criteria of
appreciation, it does not address the problem of the integrity of
individual responses in detail. There are a number of conceptual
issues in this regard which should b3 clarified. The first is the
notion of 'de-individuation'.

Over the last century (at least) psychologists have offered
various contending definitions of crowds. Early theorists focused
on the extent of de-individuation that takes places within a
crowd. Individuala in a crowd were likened to people hypnotised,
who were said to act without. any individuality as their
intellectual capabilities were significantly reduced or numbed.
This view heJS.3.chat a c:r:owdwas generally destructive. Later
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theorists Pave put forward at least two points in rebutting this
1,.)

Formerly the masses were seen as the outcome of a
disintegration aDd splintering of society's normal
framework; in times of institutional collapse, of revolution
and revolt they would pour forth like a river in flood.
Crowds were nothing bat chaos and disorder, similar to the
molecules of a gas. But now we know that they are the very
mate~ial that, when modified, constitutes social and
polCtical institutions.78

pcad t Lon; Crowds, they asserted, can be both heroic and
destructive. More importantly, they differentiated between
organised and spontaneous crowds. The orgr;mised crowd can be a
highly potent pooling of energ-i;Jin which the nature of events is
determined not by a hypnotic trance but by the nJture of the
organisation.

Following this argument, when analysing audiences it is important!..
to seek out the cultural 'dl{1 organisational forms which undez'pf.n
their constitution and behaviour - instead cf taking for granted
the amorphous, hypnotic, de-individuated nature of a crowd.79 The
audience can thus be viewed as an association of individuals (and

It is here that Stanley !t'ish'sconcept of interpretive

of smaller groups) and th~refore as a social construct that
exists for specific reasons at a particular point.

communities proves useful. One of his main concerns was to defend

o
78. C.F. Graumann and S. M0scovici, eds. I Chanq;j.nq,,~nGe:otionsof

~rowd Mj,nd aehayj,our (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1986): 24.
79. See Sitae "Class, Nation, Et.hnicityllfor an interesting. if

cursory! example of the former. In this article he conducts a
detailed investigation into the ways in which an Inkatha
rally was constructed, including fascinating insights into
the methods used to bring people to the rally.
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any inve.stigation of their responses relativistic and ad-hoc".ao

,,·1

Reader-Response criticism against arguments put forward by the
New Critics who asserted "that the variability of readers renders

, .r

An infinite plurality of me~nings would be a fear only if
sentences existed in a stat!~ in which they are not already
embedded in I and had come );'~~toview as a fUnction of, some
situation or other., .. Within those situations, the
normative mean~ng of an utterance will always lr~ obvious or
at least accessible (307). '

intelligibiliLy":
He maintaiqs that mea:p.i:n~)8are inscribed in IIsystem~:of

j

Commun i.cacLon occurs only within such a sy~,tem (or context"
or situation, or I,i.nterpretivecomnunity) and ... the 'c,

understanding ad1ieved by two or more persons is specific to
that system and determinate only within its confines (304),

'l'hese'systems' inhere in Lnat Lt.ut Lcna'l structures, which make
ideological discourses available to the individual. An
individual's consciousnes& can only move along certain 'paths',

I
j'
I"

The public and constituting norms (of language and
understanding) .•. are ~ot embedded in the language (where
they may be read out by anyone with sufficiently clear, that
is, unbiased, eyes) but inhe]' in an institutional.:".';3tructure
within which one hears utter~ ]e8 as already organised with
reference to certain assumed purposes and goals (306).

determined by the prior availability of ideology. Interpretations
'_i 1/1'

can therefore be di:tectly related to social 'institutions.

Different interpretive strategies are derived from a "shared
agreement" among the members of a particular institution. He
calls this "institutional rlestingll• He does not define this

80. S. Fish, "Is there a text in this class?" Critical Theory
since 1965, Eds. H. Adams and L. Searle (Gaine€ville: U P of
Florida, 198~): 344.

o
rigorously but;gives '1'3 some c.Lues as t.bwhat he means:
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While no institution is so universally in force and so
perdurable that the meanings that it enables will be r xrmal
:tor ever, some institutions or forma of li£e,are so widely
l~ved in th~t for a great number of people the meanings they
enable seem "naturally" available and it takes a special
effort to see that they are the prc,ducts of circumstance
(309) •

Fish's use of the terms: "institutions", "forms of 1'ift , "systems
of intelligibility", IIcontext", "sltuation" and "interpretive

>~r-pmmunity" reflects a confusing lack of rigour and con
Lnccna Lat.eacy in terminology that weakens hie case cOllsi1erably.
In "Interpreting the \Variorum'" Fish defines an interpretive
community more clearly:

Interpretive communities are made up of _.l]OS6 who share
interpret,;ive strategies not fo't:'reading (in the conventional
sense) but for writing texts, for constituting their
properties and assigning their intentions ... (407).

Interpretive communities are not fixed, however, as individuals
move between them and their boundar'Lea shift and change over
time. Nevertheless the alignments which conatituta them are
l1always there, providincr just enough stab:i.lityfor the
interpretive battle to go on".

Edward Said has raised an important question about Fish's
concept:

If, as vie have been recently told by Stanley J:."iS.1t every act
of interpretation is made possible and given force by an
interpretive community, then we must go a great deal further
in ch.owing what situation, what histcricai and social
cOi:f.iguration, what political interests are concretely
entailed by ~he very existence of. interprf"cive
communities. 1 ,

- _ ... - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .. - _ ... - - _, - - ... - _ ...... ,- - - - _ ... - - - - - - ... - _ .., ..., - - - - - --
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81. E. Said, "Secular Cri tid.sm, II Critl.;:alTheory gduce 1~65.
Eds. :;:.Adams and L. Searle. Gi'linesville; U P of. Florida,
1986): 619 .
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A ':dmila.rquestion has been raised by ,Jane P. Tompkins in
the 'collection of articles on R':';.der-Responsecriticism sbe
edited:

((--;<

The questions that propose themselves within this critical
framework therefore concern, broadly the relations of
discour£le and power. What makes one set 0' Derceptual
trategies or literary conventions win out Ter another? If

the world is the product of interpretation, then wh~ or what
determines which interpretive system ",dll prevail? 2
According to these views, interpretation can be seen as a

contested terrain, with various forces attempting (directly or
indirectly) to influence the intelprecations of works. Stuart
Hall refers to this as the "class struggle in languagen, which
re:tiecta and reproduces broader conflicts and power struggles it'
society. 53

Any society/cultur.e tends, with varying degrees of closure,
to impose its classifications of the social and culttlral and
political world. These constitute a dominant cultural Qrder,
though it is neither univocal nor uncontested. This question
of the \st.ruct.ure0:1: discourse in dominance' is a crucial
point. The different i:.4.reasof social life appear to mapped
out into discursive domains, hierarchically organized into
~inant or p.e;~rred meaning~....
We say 'dominant' and not 'determined't because it is always
possible to order, classify, assign and decode an event with
more than one 'mapping'. But we say 'dominant' because there

.. ~t .
I
'f

82. J.P. Tompkins, R~0de:r-Re.sp9nse Cr;j,t;i.~, (London: John
Hopkins U P, 1980): 226.

83. In the field of media studies the question of readership has
been of greater concern for a longer period of time, as the
problem of 'influence' has long been a central. question. It
makes sense that literary studies, coming belatedly onto this
terrain, should draw on the work that has been done in media
studi€s. Not in order to subsume \literilry studies' into
'med.ia studies' but to see how similar questions have been
answered.

I
I
~
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exists C'l patt.ern of 'preferrted readinS1s'; and l;hese both
have th~ institutional/polit:lcal/ideo1ogical ozde-r imprinted
in them and have themselves become im~titutionalised ....

'I'hua to clarify a 'misund3l:"standing' ett the connotative
level, we must refer, through the COdE!SI to the orders of
soci&l li~i' of economic and political power and of
ideology.

While the producers of a work may prefer a particular

interpretation, and this may be implied or demanded by the work

(via content and/or form), an intE!rpreter will not necessarily

experience or accept that Lnt.e rpxet.at Lon . 'J'he interpreter could

disagree with, or fail to arrive at, the pI'eferred

interpretation. That this is the case among'at least certain

sections of South African workers is hinr.ed at in a .r.ecent survey

of Cosatu shop stewards which, using Hall's concepts, found that

"bLaok wozker s ' str'lggles and cultural formations forge an

opposi tional code that resists the! dominant images and codes 11.85

While the implicatio::l is that literary works are not

determinant or aut.ho.r i t.at Lve in the creaticn of meaning, neither

is the interpreter. Just as a work does not inscribe itself onto

the blank sln.te of the interpreter's brain, neither does the

interpJ:.eter crudely impose an interpretation vnto the work. The

meaning of a work is derived in the interaction between the

interpreter and the woz'k, The nature of the! work seta the l:i.r:tits

84. s. Hall, "Encoding/Decoding,1I .Qultu:t',"e;,Medii. Lang\!.9\~, ed.
Stuart Hall (London: U of Birmingham Cemtre for Contemporary
Cultural Studins, 198Q): 134.

85. S.M. Pityana and M. Orkin, ~{Qnd the l~~~tloor
(Johannesburg: Ravalli 1992): 43.
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to.its .interpreters' possible responses and it is possible
(though by no means guara.nteed) that a':linterpreter will apply
different interpretive strategies to a work, arrive at a rans'" of
possib:).einterpretations and consciously choose to accept a
particular interpretation. The range of interpretations chosen
from will, of course, have been derived from prior experieLce.
The degree to which a interpreter chooses freely is therefore a
function of his/her prior experience and learning.

Following the logic of such an approach, one cannot expect
the common criteria of appreciation ! observed to be solely
traceable to specific social institutions. Simply exploring the
origin of the interpretive strategies woul,d nvt be sufficient to
understand their specific utilisation in the events under
discussion.

Fish's discussion also tends to focus on the ideological
dimension, neglecting 1:11eaesthetic and textual strategies which
I argued were central to the audience's responee, and which
Baumann and Briggs have placed at the h~art of their approach.

Jonathan Culler approaches the question of interpretatic~
from a slightly different po.int of view. A.lthough he does not
address the problems posed above directly, his discussion does
provide key conceptual tools which are useful bridgeheads into
the discussion of textual or formal qualities. Arguing against
Norman Holland's attempt to explain different readings with
reference to readers' :~ersonalities, Culler hypothesises that
different readings are the result of the application of different
interpretive conventions.

1

I
I
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~Culler's notion of interpr~tive conventions, however, has

Mr. Holland fails to Btudy reading as a process with ita own
opera~~ona and goals. He leaps from text to reader, calling
on ~;:4implified notion of personal identity that is much
more problematic than the notion of t.hemat.Lcunity which he
thought over simplified literatur~ .... A person is a place
of intersecting roles, forces, languages, none of whi~h
lJ~long to him alone, all of which axe interpersonal. 86

Rather than asking why different readers read as they dOl Culler
asks how they read (62). He maintains that the critic should
"focus on public interpretive processes". It becomes clear,
thought that his concentration on re~orded interpretations is
somewhat limiting. He contends that one need only consult "the

(;

spectrum of interpretations that literary history rec;ordsll, thus
in his view ensuring an awareness of the entire range of possible
interpretatic.ns (57). CUller does not explicitly entertain the
investigation of popular responses.

much to recommend it, especially when vievled in conjunction with
useful insights from oral studies. W.F. HanKS, in a recent
discussion on text and t.-extuality,adds an interesting
perspective to the debate, paying particular attent t.onto the
uverbal text".87 Poetic devices such as parallelism, rhythm,
"metrical and'phonological integ:r,;atiC'n",lithe structure of
deictic terms, such as 'this', 'here', 'I', 'you' f and 'now'" and

86. J. Culler, "Prolegomena to a ThE"ory of Reading," .Ine Reade.:
i:'1 tbe Text.lJ.sjaya on A11,dienc;:eand Inten?rete.ti2n, eds. S.P...
Suleiman and I. Crosman (Princeton: Princeton U P, 1980): 56.

87. W.P. Hanks, "Text and Textuality," Annual Review of.
~ 18 (1989): 95-127.
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intertextual reference all contribute to the interpretation of
text.

Thus even though any strip of text can be multiply
interpreted (through alternative cen~erings) the range of
possibilities is never open-ended in the real social world.
Rather it is partly inscribed in textual form, and partly
contested by actors (which may be more or less than
individuals) (107).

Hanks stresses the importance llofmetalanguage in LnfLuenc i.nqthe
audience's reception of texts ~\This consists of ntextual eLement.s
that refer to, describe, or otherwise characterise text itselfll.
He cites research which points at other factors .

..D:'scourse analysts have identified a number of other devices
that codetermine textual interpretat.ion. Of particular note
are various kinds of schematic structures known as frames,
schemata, scripts, scenarios and mental models ... [T]hese
fixed data structures ~re definitionally selective and
therefore incomplete (109).

Hanks asserts that text is in fact "a way of reading". In this
view, interpretive strategies are encoded into the text and not
just applied to texts. Many of the qualities of worker poetry
discussed in the previous ~hapter (such as the slogans framing
the performance, the dress cod~s, the rhythms and imagery derived
from the izibongo) could be argued to fulfill precisely this
function. They provide clues for interpreting both the meaning
and the aesthetics of the performance.

Useful additional insights on the formal qualities of texts
can be gained from the article, ci~ed above, by Bauman and
Briggs. Discussing ways of conceptualis.ing formal qualities in
performances, they have said:

The relationship between formal features and communicative
functions has generally been treated as one pf means to
ends, such that form becomes mean i.nqf'uLil1so'faras it is
connected with some type 0:[ content or function ... [I]t is
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apparent that relfying form as a collection of empty
containers waiting\ to receive amaLl,dollops of referentLal
content or illocut.:l.onaryforce impoverishes our
uuderstanding of performance and of communication (65).

The stylie::ticconventions that the at:dience uses to 'appreciate'
(:'

the",Pt.:JStrydo not just function at another level to ideological
concerns. They are.an integral part of the communicative act.
They argus that: "performers and audiences use poetic patterning
in interpreting the structure and significance of their own
discourse II (70). The so-called "formal" conventions of the poet:ty
are engaged by the interpretive strategies of the audience in
such a way that facilitates their critical engagement with the
ideological "content" structured in it. In this way the
audience'S reception of the poetry, &s discussed before, does not
have to differentiate between content and form. A good poetl in
the eyes of the audience, "speaks the truthll in a pleasing style,
which is one theyl~ecognise, know exactly how to decode, and can
thus appreciate. As Baumann and Briggs pue! it:

Performance puts tr~ act of speaking on display -
objectifies it, lifts it to a degree from its interactional
setting and opens it to scrutiny by an audience (73).

A poem can therefore serve as a form of dialogue between the poet
and the listener precisely because of the conventions they have
in ~ommon. Similarly, Hanks suggests that such forms are, in
themselves, important intellectual resources.

A fascinating discussion of the intimate relationship
between audience and performer can be found in Harold Schaub's
The XhQ~NtsQmi. He argues, for example, that:

The creator of an ntsQrni must ... bring the attention and
imagination of the audience into total involvement in the
product Lon, with the artist firmly and.constantly in

.j

~
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control. Once this is achieved, she can make the fullest
artistic uee of her many-faceted art form. The tension that
exists between performer and her audience m~y well continue
throughout the performance; an able performer will make
effective use of this t.enai.on , and convert wgat could become
a disruptive force into an aesthetic value.S

He also notes the significance of the perfol~ative elements. The
audience iSI he argues, "composed almost entirely of performers
and potential performers" and is able to participate actively in
the s·tories because of their familiarity with its conventions
(58). Thus the audience is also performer, playing more or less
active roles at appropriate moments in the story.

These conventions should not, however, be seen as a static
set of rules. Reader-Response critic Hans Robert Jauss explores
the changing and dynamic nature of readers' responses.89 He has
used the term "horizons of expectations" to deecr~be the
interpr.etive strategies readers bring to bear on liter.ary texts.
These strategies are derived both from prior literary exposure
and broade:--experiences of life. It is the text's ability to
remain influential and challenging to future generations that
c0cermines whether it will 'survive' as a 'classic' or die as
'culinary' or mere 'entertainment art':

(.....,.,/ .

':0

The "verdict of the ages" on a literary work is ..,the
successive unfolding of the potential for meaning that is
embedded in a work and ac.::tualizedin the stages of jts
historical reception (30).

-----------------------------------------------------------------
88. R. Scheub, ~XhQ§a Ntsom1. (Oxford: Oxford U P, 1975): 15.
89. H.R. Jauss, I.Q:l1a:j:;'dsan Aeatbetic of R@ce);,ltion(Sussex:

Harvester, 1982) .

•



95

... [The text] could open.up new ways ot seeing things and
preform new experiences that only in historical distance -
in the recognition of what is now familiar - give rise to
the appearance that a timeless truth expresses itself in the
work of art (31).

Jauss emphasises the relationship between texts in history:
arguing that one has to "discover the evolutionary alternating
relationship of functions and forms" (33). As this "evolution" is
mediated by audience, survival depends on more than eimple
innovation

~
The ~ew is thus not only an aesthetic category. It ia\not
absorbed into the factors of innovation, surprise,
surpassing, rearrangement. or alienation, to which Formalist.
t.heury assigned exclusive import.ance. The new also becomes a
hist.orical cat.egory when rhe diachronic analysis of
lit.erature is pushed furt.~lierto ask which hist.orical moment.s
are really t.he cnea that. first. make new that. whit:h is new in
a literary phenomenon (35).

It. is the responses of audiences, crit.ics and fut.ure producers
that. determine t.he influence of a text on fut.ure horizons of
expect.at.ion.

Therefore, he argues, literary hist.ory cannot. simply be
reduced t.o social hist.ory:

The task of literary hist.ory is only completed when literary
production is not only represent.ed synchronically and
diachronically in t.he succession of its systems, but. also
seen as 'special history' in it.s own unique relat.ionship to
'general hist.ory/....

The social funct.ion of literature manifests it.self in
its genuine possibilit.y only where t.he literary experience
of the reader enters int.o the horizon of expect.at.ions of his
lived praxis, preforms his understanding of the world, and
thereby also has an effect. on his social behaviour (39) .

•
Drawing uh t.he above discussion, we could define all interpretive
communit.y as a group of interpret.ers that share a significant.
number of interpretive convent.ions or strategies, which include
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both ideological and aesthetic elements. A single interpreter
will not "belong" to only one interpretive community, just as no
pez'aon belongs to any single social institution. People exist
(and move around) in a complex matrix of soci.al relations. So

'~ interpreters are bombarded by a number of works which implicitly
or.explicitly prefer certain interpratations. As Fi~')has pointed\~J

out, interpreters can move from one interpr~tive communit.y to
another, adopting or rejecti.1g interpretive strategies a$ they
(consciously or unconsciously) are influenced by different,
competing, institutions.

In analysing any particular set of interpreters, tberefore,
we can expect to see both similarities and dissimilarities in
interpretation. Importantly, however, we can also expect to see
significant cLust.ez-Lnqaand trends emerge. The tezm "interpretive
commu~hies" is useful for describing these cluEterings or
trends. Hall's argument suggests that interpretive strategies
al.:;,oexist at different 'levels'. He draws the important
distinction between strategies or conventions that are so common
as to appear natural 0:1:' universal and those strategies or
conventions more obviously a result of what he tezma "situational
ideologies",

Interpr~tive strategies consist of rule~ for dccodin~ a
work. They include: grammatical 'rules' or conventiontJ for
interpreting the structure of language; semantic conventions for
interpretation the meaning of words, phrases, symbols, idioms,
metaphors; aesthetic conventions for the appreciation of the
works, or what Hans Robert Jauss has called t~~~ "familiar nOJ:11'lIiJ
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or the imminent poetics of the g~mren (24). These conventions are
not natural or universal; they are socially constr.ucted and
modified. Interpretive strategies are not only applied to works,
but are also ccnst.Lt ut.ed by works (among other forms of
communication) via the act of interpretation.

Interpretive strategies do not exist ~~ isolated entities
within the interpreter's mind, to be d;ragge:lineo operation when
a interpretier interprets and thereaftel~ returned to the closet.
They must (ano do) interact with other ideologicMl elements. An

. \

:i.nterpreter'sinterpretive strategies will not, therefoie, be
solely determined by their previous lit(~rary experience but al.ao
by their other experi.ences.

The adopt.Lon of interpretive strateSl'tesis therefore not
simply jnfluenced by the proximity of a gro~p of interpreters in
space and time, or by their influencs 011 each '?ther and by
negotiations between them, but also by the .i.nflu~l1ceof various
social institutions on interpreters and the very n~ture of th~
performance event itself.

Writers (and composers) ar'e alao interpreters. Th-eworks
they produce not only influence the interpretive strat.egies of
their audience but also reflect and embody interpretive
strategies they themselves have adopted. Both interpreters and
writers are, in this sense, simultaneousl} social agents in their
own right and lutes of struggle between social institutions.
Poetic periormances therefore function: as Barber has described,
as aoc i.al acts in wh i.chboth poet at\<1i.,performsrplay an important

:..J'

role.
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'Influencer" in this context does not imply a crude
determit.jam. Just as the work, in Raymond Williams' words, IIsets
limits" on possible responses, so do the interpreter's
experience, ideas and attitudes.90 Within these limits, however,
both interpreters and writers perform ideological work on,the raw
material they have absorbed. This work may be either conscious or
unconscious. It may involver as sU9'geste:dahove, the aelection of
a particular interpretative strategy or the (coherent or
contradictory) merging of various strategies. It.is indeed
likely, given the number of interpretive stx'ategies, that a
particular interpreter is likely to experience (or be taught)
that the failure to do this work will result in a highly confused
(and contradictory) interpretation.

. IThe fact th.:lt.ehs audiences discussed in the pre\,ioua chapter
appear to prefer poerns performed in t.he izibongo style is
therefore more than just a queGtion of taste. Their preference is
a statement, as mentioned above, of identity and their
fam.J.liaritywith the conventions conEltitutes a form of power.

I.
,.

<" ,

, .
II

Gunner and Gwala, discussing Zulu royal praises, say that:
[They] have, like the epic, the capacity to offer a kind of
stability and a sense of swift communication with the past;
they can be used to reflect on the preElent in a number of
ways ~nd can become p~rt of radically different, clashing
ideologies (13).

----------------------------------------------------------------~
90. R. Williame I Maro;ism and LiLe;!;atu're(Oxfo:r:d:oxfo:r.dU P,

1978) .
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One of the sub-texts irr.plicitin the preference of the izibongo
and related styles is the assertion. of the '.ralidityof indigenous_.
cultural formsi it is implicitly (and for some of the poets
explicitly) a refusal to concede that thiQ .l.lturalfiozm can only \\
be mobilised into what Sitas terml::3the "authoritarian li)opulism"
of Inkatha f ~~ narrow ethnicity ("Class, NationF' Ethnicity"). The
yout.h who', as mentioned in the "previous chapter, preft:r the

\\

ilurban rhythms" of Mbulri's poetry are making a statement about.
the cultural styles and values that they have come to identify

(il

with._ Perhaps their preferences are also an act of reli"ellion
Eli ~inst conventions which were i.mposed from. ~bove .}n SRh:ool and
whi..:.l:lhave become to cLoae ry a~sociated with Inkathcd, one

'1

interviewee put it, apartheid has caused many people t.o,reject
;~J I

the izibongo as "belonging" to Inkatha.91

From this point of view, it is interesting that aesthetics
are no: an arena that union and ANC leadership appear concerned
to contest i I did not. hear of a caae where they sugges-t-edthat a
poet's performance was not gartietig;allyappropriate f;or.:-their
rallies. This only makes sense if, as appears to be toe case , the

I,

.\

.1 e,d.crship regc:.rdthe poec ry simply as light en!:ertainment wh Lch
: \

warms- and'wakes-up the audience up for the reception of the
'real thing', that is the speeches.

One could therefore argue that the performance genre~ are
situated, (in the mass rally t as more than just one means of

.. ,,

--------------------- ..------~~-----------------------------------
, ( .' ;~

91. Interviewee 1. This roint/is explored fu:r.therin subsef1Uent'.chapters .
.~ .
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djticulating and popularising certain ideas and v~lues. They are
a means elfru:'f;?ducill9.those ideas and airing them in public. In
this they must compete with other oral forms of.communication;
the oratory antl polemics of the leadeJ:shi.pwho are the onlyocther
compet.Ltors allowel onto the platf0rrnj92 Worker poetrry is, in
Barber's wozde , l'atonce act Lc.. in aoc Ler.y and reflect.ion upon
society ... not of course as in a mirr::>rimage, but in a mediated

1 reb'acted discourse II .93 Similarly, Gunner and Gwala show how
the izihongo in their col:.ect+on serve to "map contemporary black
experience" (Mushol. 24). In its popular. form the izibongo is used
by people "to catch and hc1d their lives and personalities" ~11).
IIIworker poetry this serves to situ.ate and confirm people in
partic~lar identities, with individual and collective dimensions.
In the poetry the personal and the political merge in a complex
sense of eelf .

~o simply Rpeak.of de-individuation is, in this context, to
deny the extent to ~hich both poets and audience act as agents.
This was evident in the interviews and illgroup discussions where
I asked the participants to explain the significance of worker
poetry. A worksh0p of aspirant performerp,i3Clid that poetry was
I}~.ole to unite people, and that this \lfasimportant because if they

92. See Barber (2) for a succinct discussion of this funct~on of
lite~ra.rytexts, which she sees as inclusive of oral
performances.

93. K. Earber I l CQuld. s'Q~sl> Until TomQ.:rQw; OrUd,. Women aug, the
~_in a "iorubL.I.Qm (Washingto~l D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution P, 1991); 2.
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learn each Other's culture, "t.hen people are stronger when

demanding t~ings". Unity ~s seen as the antithesis .of f:Jrced

segregation. Unity does not mean a denial of differences but c.l

process of ((~J.-in9iDgtogether different people: II It is better t.o

knew about our tradition, to use it and improve it. It makes it

easier for our people to appreciate our message. We caIl use it to

express our feelings and f ruat rac i.ons". Ari Sitae );>elil;..vesthat

the Lndd vd dua.l t s response is in itself a form of resistance:

"your response is yOU1"defiance". 94
It is clear that in order to fully comprehend th~ compl.ex

nature of th~ performance and reception of worker poet.ry, we need

to underst.and not simply a reified, "ob'jecr Lve" cent ext; within

which th~~y take place. Rather, following Baumann and 'Briggs, my

aimdB ''.))exp l QJ;:'evar i.oue facets of the ways in whf.cr, the

decontextualisation and contextualisation of these performances

have been achieved. In other words, what is the LdeoLoqLca'l and

aesthetiq baggage that the audience br.i,ngs into the performance

events? How does the poetry utilise poetic conventions to enable

the audience to reflect upon I a f f Lzm , or contradict a particular

set of ideas? What are thOSe ideas and how have they emerged? Can

we speak of an inte:cpretive commun.ty which shares an horizon of

expectations comprised of certain specifiable interpretive

conventions or strategies? To what can we ascribe the existence

of this communi.ty? Is worker poetry simply a reflection of this

- - .... - - ~~- - - - - - - - - """ - - - ... - - - - - - - ~.- - - - - - - - - ... - - ~- ... - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
"

94. A. Sitas, personal interview, April 1990.



c.:ommu-:1ityor has it played a role in its constitution? And has
the audience be~n an ~ct~ve or a passive part of these processHs?



CHAPTER FOUR

~ Making oj; ap, J;lltfU12retive Community

The audience at the Mandela rally discussed in Chapter Two was
not an arbitrary gathering of people interested in heazi.nq and
seeing Mandela speak for the first time since his releai3e.
Neither we:ce they s:..mply responding to the advertl.se" pze sence of
a range of poets and musicians, Those present. ::!.ikethose who

\)attended the other types of events detJcribed in (,1' i.pt~r 1:'1/(;',

arrived there an a result of m1l1t~ple proces£..e;:;iof lcca:lse<i
mobilisations and .Ldentity formation. It has alread} ·::n:!'!!T.l

established that the members of this and other B:i_mi~;].:.':;':'4udiences
exhibited a range cf common responses to the puetry that went
significantly beyo~d simply applauding political slogans.

The central a:r:gumentof the previous chapter was that the
reception of literary works can beet be und~rstood as being
located within a br-oad interpretive community. This ohapt.ez: aims
to invE\stigate how auch a communi ty came into being and to

r-
\<"-explore some of its defining characteristics. There ai-a two

central strandl'Jto the argument. First, that increasing social
and political pOlaI'lsation and t.he concomitant growth of labour
and political movements has led to a process of idp.ological and
cultural 0oalescence. Second, that the izibongo has persisted to
a significant extent ~mong the African working class in Durban,
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In spite of significant countervailing t.endencies, these two
factors led to the existence of a loosely organised .Lnterpretive
community - of people who E1hared a set of broadly similar ideas
(while being otherwise ideologically heterogeneous) and who were
familiar with the baaf.c poetic conventions of the izibongo. Thus
the potential was created for the use of the izibongo as an
intellectual. resource. In the next chapter, I proceed to discuss
how this potential was realised as worker poetry emerged within
the labour movement.

Urbanisation and cor..flict
I)

The creation of an urban working class in Durban has been the
subject of much scholarship, which this study does not attempt to
summarize.95 As has been noted in numerous of these studies, the

95. For more detailed discussion, see:
I. Bdwards, "Swing the Assegai Peacefully? 'New Africa',

lYlkhurribane,the co-opexat Ive Movement and Attempts 'Co
Transform Durban Society in the Late 194019,11Holding
~r GrQundj C196e,_~lity ang Culture in lQtL_~
20th Century SQuth Af~, eds. P. Bonner, I. Hofmeyr,
D. James and T. Lodge (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand U P
and Ravan, 1989): 59-104;

J. Guy, lIDebating Ethnicity in South Africa, II pape.r,
Conference on Ethnicity, Society and Conflict in Natal,
U of Natal (Pieterma=itzburg), Pietermaritzburg, 14-16
Sept. 1992;

M. De Haas, "Ethnicity, Identity and Political Conflict,"
paper, conr'e.renceon Ethnicity, Society and Conflict in
Natal, U of Natal (Pietermaritzburg), Piet:ermarj,tzburg,
14-16 Sept. 1992i

M. Kentridge, Il1,g_JJn.Qffi~ial HaL": Insi.de the ConfliQt in
~termaritzburg (Cape Town; David Philip, 1990);

P. La Hause, "Drinking in a Cage: The Durban System and the
1Y29 Beer Hall Riots," Africa r~rspectiv~ 20 (1982): 63-
75;

----------, liTheMessage of the Warriors: The lCU, the
Labouring Poor and the Makhig of a Popular Political
Culture .nrrban, 1925-1930," liQ..l..'~ingTheir Ground: Clas§,
I=gglity ?;md Culture io 19th and 20th C~l'lturY~.Q:..lt.h
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process of proletarianisation and class formation h3s not been
'.1

the sole determi~ant of the ideological a~d cultural
characteristic:.; of the resultant urban proletariR.t. Cultura.l
factors have played a sig~ificant role in influencing the precise
ways in which workers have negotiated ~~~ crises of identity and.r.>:v/
culture that such massive socia.l upheavals thrust upon them.

l:

Durban hat! been the recipient of one of the most intense
processes of urbanisation in South African history.96 In 1901 the
African popula.tion numbered only 15 000 (La Hause 64). Until
1958, when the first houses in Kwa lVfaahuwere built, most

Africa, eds. P. Bonner, I. Hofmeyr, D. James and T.
J.Jodge (Johannesburg: Witwatersra;r:ldU P and Ravan , 1989):
19-58;

S. Marks, "Inkatha and Contemporary Politics," n.p., n.d.;
'\\ M. Morris and D. Hindea.nl liTheDisintegrat ion of Apartheid:

From Violence to Reconstruction," SQJ;.\th Afr;i.ca;o.R,y;i.ew2; From \Reg~riday' to CO~Qa (Johannesburg: Ravau,
1992): 152-170;

L. Piper, S. Shange and V. Wedekind, "Ethnicity and the
contest over meaning: Consideratiolls on ethnicity bas~d
on a case study of school-going youth in the greater
Pietermaritzburg area," paper, Conference on Ethnicity,
Society and Conflict in Natal, U of Natal
(Pietermariczburg), Pietermaritzburg, 14-16 Sept. 1992;

J. Seekingst liThe United Democratic Front and the Changing
Politics of Opposition in Natal, 198:?-85," Raper,
Conference on Ethnicity, Society and Conflict in Natal,
U of Natal (Pietermaritzburg), Pietennaritaburg, 14-16
Sept. 1992;

A. Sitas, "Class, Nation, Ethnicity";
D.V. Soni, "Socio-spatial Segregation and Urban Conflict in

Durban," paper, Conference on Ethnicity, Society and
Conflict in Natal, U of Natal (pietermaritzburg),
Pletermaritzburg, 14-16 Sept. 1992.

96. Although reliable statistics are hard to come by, the Durban
press often claim that Durban is the second fastest growing
city in the wcrld.
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Africans in Durban lived in Mkhumb~ne (or Cato Manor) on land
leased from Indians.97 A total. of 125 000 Indians, Africans and
Itafew thousand whites" lived in Cato Manor By 1986 it was
estimated that over one million African p;bPle lived in Durban
and its environs, of which just over halt {50S 973) resided in
\informal settlements' ,98 The African population ranged from a
small but poLf.t Lca'l.Ly significant and relatively affluent African
petty bourgeoisie, to a newly urbanised and largely unemployed
squatter population.99 The working class ha~ not only had to deal
with a repressive state and the social inequities of apartheid
but also with internal conflict between different strata.
However, in 1980 only 1 982 African people earned more than R12
000 per annum (Sitae "Class, Nc::.tionand F.thnicity"). So wh..l.le
material differences were not insignificant, they are often more
a question of deg~e than fundamental class divides.

Social stratification has not automatically led to different
strata aligning themselves with one side or the other in the
conflict. Sitas maintains that Inkatha and UDF-Cosatu have
appealed to different sectors of both the working class and the

97. T. Lodge, alack PQliticB in SQuth Af~i~a Bince 1945
(Johannesburg: Ravan, 1983): 148.

98. A. Sitas, IIlnanda, August 1985: Where Wealth and Power and
Blood Reigr! Worshipped Gods, II SQy,th Aft'ican ;LabQ'\.,u::S?ulletin
11.4 (1986): 118.

99. For detailed discussion of this, see D.V. Soni IISocio-~patial
segreg(,!,tionl1•
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petty bourgeoisie ,100 At the same time, Mike Mox'ria and Doug
Hindson have provided compelling arguments that: '\

Often vi.eLent; conflict between contending politil.~al
organisations and ideologies within the urban bLack
population, has been accompanied by antagonisms wit.hin
particular residentj al communities, cLashea between
residents of shantytowns and neighbouring residents of
formal townships, and discord between a union.ised working
class, the emergent black middle class and th,e ever-growing
black underclasses (156).

Morris and Hindson argue that the roots of the recent violence
can be found in the collapse of apartheid forms of social contzol
and intensified conflict over re:.:lources.

Other sources, discussed by Morris and Hindson, have
attributed the violent nature of political conflict to a range of
factors, including the mobilisation of ethnicity; political power
struggles; the destabilising activities of the state security
forces, a shadowy 'third .force' and the \legacy of apartheid'.
Such analyses have in the common the view" that political
E01arisation within the working class was not an inevitable
consequence of proletarianisa~ion, While the conflict is so
widespread and complex that it is oft.en difficult to pinpoint any
single causal factor, what the abovementioned analyses often fail
to take cognisance of is tne precise ways in which the contest
over political loyalties has taken place. We can take as given
that there are multiple material factors underpinning the
outbreaks of violence. What requires fUrther elaboration,

100. Similarly, ;uestions of cultural continuity and change
cannot be neatly explained in terms of social
stratification. I will return to this point later.
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however, is the cultural and polit.i..:::smethods used to mobilise
different individuals into different 'camps' - and the resour~es
people have drawn upon in formulating and communicating their own
views on the political conflict.

In a recene challenge to structuralist accounts of
ideological formation in a nascent working class, Ari Sitas has
argued that:

Workers do not 'adjust' to systems of dominant
interpellations; rather ... they react by forming 'defensive
combinations' which spring up 'proto-communities' or
cultural formations (Class, Nation, Ethnicityll 269).

Sitas centres his dis<,,;!ussionaround different conceptions of
"Zulu-ness" among black workers in Natal. He shows that there is
no single appropriation of nZulu-ness" as a form of "ethnic self-
identification", that it "registers different experiences and
comradeships from area to area" (273). He calls on historians to
"show whether this diffet"s over time" and to "enrich our'

under~tanding of local histories". Similarly, in a review of
three studies of Inkatha, Shula Marks not.e s that inadequate
attention has been paid to "the nature of the subjectivity and
political consciousness of [Inkatha's] adherents and the
psychological rewards the movement offersl! ("Inkatha and
Contemporary Politicsl! 186).

In discussing political developments in the 1940s in Durban,
Ian Edwards has claimed that:

To study the lives of ordinary Africans in the city through
analysing some QI the organisations which claimed their
adherence is insufficient. This can often lead to a.narrow
institutional history. Furthermore, th~,history of the
Durban African proletariat's political expression during the
1940s is mainly concerned with essentially proletarian
populist movements rather than with highly structured
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orgal1isations. Suc]l movements always had an ambivalent
relationship to the then established. organisations. (60)

In such a view I the study of urban soci.al and political movements
cannot simply focus on the efforts of politicians to mobilise
popular sentiment "from above". Crucially, it must entail,t:he
detailed study of the WClYS in which the contest over identity and
political loyalty takes place at local levels. And it must
provide insights into the wa.y in which "ordinary people" act as
agents in the formation of such movements and the conatruct Lon of
ideology.

Of course this approach poses problems for a study such as
the current one. It could be argued that the notion of an
interpretive community assumes a larger, ~nd possibly more
coherent, unity of identity than the above arguments allow for.
However, while the focus of the following discussion is on those

)factors whd ch have z'eau.Lted in t,i,iecoalescence of local cultural
forrnatic>nsand identities, it does not seek to obfuscate the very
real differences which undoubtedly do exist. On the contrary, the
thrust of this argument is that, as Fish has pointed out, the
concept of an interpretive community is useful precisely in that
it describes a fragile coal~tion of interpretive strategies. The
position that certain factors have lead to t~e construction of
such a convergence therefore takes as its starting point the
va.ried and diverse nature of popular conflciousness.

\.It s~buld be recalled here that the initial spur for my
study was precisely a reacti.on to assertions that workErr
audiences simply appreciated the poetry as political slogans. I
have shown that implicit in such arguments is a notion of the
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~;.udiencea1:., an uneophf.at.Lcat.ed, undifferentiated mass unab l.e-co
Ii \\

\' '\

distinguish between sl~pganeering and poetry and Lncapab'l.eof
responding 'critically ~o the political ideology expresE:i~dthrough

'\thepoetry. My approach also seeks to challenge the idea of
popular consciousness as a response to interpel lations from
above. Al~hough intellectuals and politicians have unquestionably

..~
attempted to mobilise popular support thr~ugh certain appeals to
workers' sense of self-identity, this thesis seeks to explore the
ways in which both poets and their audiences have played an
active role as social agents in C0118tituting such an interpretive
community.

Explaining how worker poetry has come to be receive4vso
positive].)'by such large audiences requires an understan\ing of
the different roads down which members of these audiences have
travelled on their way to such events. One mea~s of sketching
such a picture is by analysing the ways in which the labour
movement and the ANC has evolved over the past two decadeA. What
I attempt to provide below is a broad overview of the development
of unions and other ANC-aligned organisations, whose members
constituten the audience of worker poetry. I have in~luded a
brief discussion of Inkatha in order tv develop our understanding,

of how it and the ANC, which shared platforms as recently as two
decades ago (both claim to have originated i~ che ANC before it

II

was banned), ended up dividing up Durban's Mfrican working class
and setting it at war against itself. As will be seen, the answer
is primarily to be found in t.hevconfLict.dnq str;ltegjes which the
organisations adopted to oppose apartheid and w1.npolitical power

.1.10



for themselves and their (often common) ccnst Lcuency-,' For the
purpose of.this discusaionl I will focus on developments since
the early 1970s.

Through such a discussion it is hoped that.~ picture will,
begin to emerge of how individuals have become 'involv~d' in the
,
organisational structures of the parties at various levels and
therefore of how the interpretive t~ ~":lityhaa emerged. While

I

acknowledging the limitations of 'institutional' histories, it is
ultimately the organisations that have led to the existence, no
matter how tentatively, of an int~rpretive community.

I, I The \re-emergence of the trade union movement

As Edwards has illustrated, po'lLtLcaI and labour movements were
relatively insignifican.t in the 194013.By the mid-1980s, however,
this situation had changed dz'amat.Lca.l.Lyand the labour movement;
had become ~he central organisational force among the African
working class. When; in 1986, Cosatu called a stay-away to mark
the centenary of foiayDay, t:.'I;eT abouz Moni tori:r'~f'tlroupe:,,8timated

/' '\ "

tha.t 60 percent of Natal f s''work force heeded the c~rL1.101 In
March 1990, after the Mandela Rally discussed in Chapter Two, a
stay-away was called protesting police action ~~ the townships.
Although opposed by Buthelezi arid Inkatha, the response to the
call j,n the greater Durban area ranged from 60-90 percent {426}.

•
101. J. Baskin, Strikinq Ba9ki A Histoty of Cosatu (Johannesburg:

Ravan, 1991): 124.
1
.'.~ .,
·lJ
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This change in the nature and extent of working cl~ss
/1'

orga,nisation was heralded in the 1970s by the wave O~sti.ikes
which began in Durban\~nd then sprei::ldto other parts of South

\~,

Africa:. According !
:1

;1.~'~myBaskin, lithefirst t.hree months of.
i1973 saw 61 000 i.J01"kers on strike - more than the total for the

pre;v±oU8 eight yec:.rs"(18). Spurred, on by rising pric€"s, stagnant
~ages and increasing levels of unemployment, the s4~ikes were
followed by a burst of +rade union actHrity.102 By 19'16 the Tra~~
Union Advisory Co-ordinating Council (Tuacc), established as a

central body to facilitate the growth of the unions in Duz ban ,
claimed that its unions had 14 000 memberd (19).

The growth of the union movement did not initially entail
significant changes in politic&.l conFciousness. In 1975 Eddie

'i

Webster conduct:~d a survey of urri.on ,\Gmbers which found that 87
percent saw Buthelezi as their leader.103 For som~ years Inkatha
and Butheh~zi called for litheextension of trade union righta to
Africans" and, according to both Mare and Baskin, even intervened
in labour dispute5 on the sid~ of workera.104 As recently as 1980
Buthelezi was an invited speaker at the launch of Fosatu
affiliates (310).

•......- ....- - - - - -r,- .......- - - - - - - - - - - ...-.- - - - - - - - - - - -

1

"Ii:/'~"
. ,

• •

,
'(J.! 1\1 I

~

102. Meer, S. "Corr.nunityand Unions in Natal," South Af:l;'iQqn
~~bQur Bulletin. 13.3 March 1988, 77 .

103. G. Mare, Brothers Born of Warrior Bl90d; Politics and
Ethnicity in 801\1:hAf~ (Johannesburg: Ravan , 1992): 89.

\.

104. G. Mare, "Educat.ion in a liLerated zor:,," Critical Arts
4.4&5 (1988): 127.
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The Tu.~cc unions pinned their strategy on strong shopfloor

organisation and the election of leaders by workers (21). They

remained politically inactive for strategic reasons, arguing that

the unions had to protect the space th.!y had created by av:>iding

confrontation. 'they would ut Ll i.se this space, they argued, to

build solid organisation and the time for explicit politics would

come later.

In 1976 the government banned a number of key unionists

th.::oughout the country and attempted to defuse the momentumhy

encouraging the Lntroduct ion of liaison and works cc.)mmittees a.s

alternatives to unions (24). ShamimMeer's interviews with shop

stewards provide 1.11teresti;."lgdetails of their expez-Lence of these
1,

committees and of vlorkers' ca\ati.on in joining unions .10S In 1977,

a commission under .t?rofessor Nic Wiehahn waF,.appointed to

investigate South African labour law. Although the commi:ssion

aimed to co-opt and control the emerging un.ions, it did allow for

t.he official recognition of black trade unions. Xu April 1979

Fosatu was formed, uniting unions from Tuacc and a number of

other unions. Fosatu adopted a similar strategic perspective to

that of Tuacc. arguing for di~ect wor}cer r.ontrol and stress.i.nsr
q

the building of strong organisational structures. In the early

19803 FI?satu also begav to build shop stewa.rds' local counc i.Ls ,
"

which drew together elected worker officials frl')m factories in a

-----_ .. _---------------------------------------------------------
105. "Community and Uni.ozia " 79. See alae the second part of her

art:!.r':le: "Conflict in the comnrunit:.yand in the factories I "

§.QJ.U;hbfrim._ T .QQ1U: B\\11~.ti.n 13.4&5 (1988): 66 - 89.
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particular area. It was these structures that began to take on

/ the embryonic form of a workers I movement. 'I'hese "locals n were

later co take up ccmmundtry issues and fa.:.ilitate the formation of
I}

.:ultural structur~EJ (as is discussed in the next chapter).

Although they also allowed for relationshir" with student and

other community organisations, these did not develop

significantly until the late 19809.

Inkatha, KwaZUlu and resistance to incorporation
The history and politics of Inkatha have been extensively

discussed by a range of commentat,ors and researchers. No

unde.i;~1;anding of Durban working c:;Lasspolitical life can be

compLeue without; at It;;ast some dHlcusaion of the key features of

Inkatha's activities durin.9 the p~(riod undez disr.usaion.

Inkatha started out as a cul,t\.lral movement, ostensibly with
\ \

the blessing of the ANC. Inkatha I il.a \ whole-hearted participation in

the homeland structures and politi"el,s, however, set it on a
i I

collision course with other organi:3~tions rooted in the African
\. .\
:1 "

\'mrking cLo ss population.

('~
1·;

Xu 19'12 the KwaZulu Legislati~\re Assembly wall formed under
u

"I'

the 'HomeLanda Constitution Act. In 1\1977 KwaZulv Wets granted

'phase two' self-government. From this point; on, Inkatha the

political m:>vementbecame almost indist.inguishable from the
I"

KwaZulu gC:vl!rnment. KwaZulu has effectively been run as a one-

party state, giving Inkatha total control over and unlimited

acceao to the resources of the homeland government. Ink~tha is

I•1 I

V

organised hierarchicr.lly, operating through Kwazulu gove:~:r.1I1e.nt-
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structures (both bureaucratic and military), a plethora of local
branch structures and a trade union, the United Workers Union of
South Africa (Uwusa). Its power base is predominantly located
outside the metropolitan areas of Durban. The ideological
'cement' binding Inkatha/s organisationCll strategies was an
attempt to revive, or reinvent, the historically potent force of
ZtA.lLln&tionalism, combined with varying degrees of Christianity
and capitalism. lOG

Inkatha has also spread its influence beyond KwaZulu
territnry through the organisation of cr.-anchesand through its
participation In township administration via community councils
and advisory boards.

Inkatha broke tiea with the ANC in 197.9 afte't:'Buthelezi' SI

failed visit to London.107 Thereafter the :t'elations between the
two degenerated from hostile rhetoric to open warfa:r:e.By
extension, Inkatha has also come into conflict with the United
Democratic Front (UDF), which But.heLez i, labe11ed a front for the
".P.NCmission illexile" .108 Although -;rnkatht:j.C"~IJ labol:ateu with the

106. The social construction of 'Zulupess' has been the s'ilbject
of much debate and is dealt with by many of the writE.~rs
cited in this chapter.

107. For detailed discussion of these events see G. Mare and G.'
Hamilton, An Appetite for Power i ;t1ythelru;1's In]S:atha ami the
.P..Qlitics of \Lo¥.il..R~sietimce' p(Joh:annesburg: Ravan! 1987).

108. G. rv1are,f1 Inkatha - by the £jrace of the Nationalist Party?
Part Two," S,QlJth African Labour BllJ,letlu 13.3 Lt98B): 69.
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government by utilising its structures; it neverthelees claimed
" 1\to oppose apartheid and was obvi6usly interested in playing' a

';'-.
more central role in regiohal and l!atic.nalpolitics.

One of the first markers in the history of ANC-Inketha
conflict was the proposed incorporation of a numbe~ of townships
into Kt.....azulu, which would place them firmly under Inkatha' S

control. The state and Inkatha re'VP0nded to the resistance which
met the :p-'roposalwith repression and violence. This generated at.

wave of count.ec--vd o.Lence,
This set the tone for the violent conflict which was ~~

\-';'

follow. As numerous comment.ators have pointed out, :tnkathQlhas
regarded Natal as "its territory and has reacted violently to any
form of organisation which does not fall under its control. As
mentioned above, Inkatha initially supported the emerging labour
movement until it became apparent that the unions and their
federations would resist any attempts by out s.cde bodies to
dictate to them. Even before FC'sa.t.ubecame Cosatu, drawing the
unions into a close a.lli.arlcewith A'\ICaligneq:.organisati;ms,
Fosatu I FJ emphasis on worker cent ro'l contradicted Inkatha 'e

l'
emphasis on central cont.rol.

. \\ .There is no douht that at the tJ.me of Inkatha' s break \'n~h
'~ -;

the ANC that it commanded widespread sl'pport. l?~i01,) to this it <

-. J!had received almost unqualified support from j.\NCsupporters.
Inkatha consc~ously evoked the k~C's symbols and claimed to have
inherited the mantle of the ANC'a leadership after the latter was

((.

banned. Inkatha' s i.ncreasingly violent reoponse to various forms' I,

))
of working class protest, whether strikes, school pretests, rent./
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·....
or bus boycotts, has how~ver forced many of its former supp« ""erf£,
to reconsider their allegiances.

c,

Reliable figures about the extent of Inkatha'& support at
the close of the 1980s are hard to come by, as different surveys
show 'Widely varying levels of support for Buthelezi" and Inkatha

.,

(ranging from 41 perc~nt to 87 percent) .

School boycotts and the student movement
In 1978 the KwaZulu authorities announced that it was taking
control of education. The 1976 uprisings had not significantly
affected Nacal schools and in 1979 lfikatha claimed that there was
no evidence of "unrest rel...ting to pr:>liticalfact.:)rs"in the
schools {Mare "Education in a Lib~rated Zone" 12B}.

Under the heme Land system the Kwazulu authorities did not
have enough money to establish a substantially di .erent
education system. Mare points out that there were in fact
protests in many schools at problems :i.., the system (129). In the
1980s these iao1ated protests gave way to more systemat;b::f~_C'C<'
rF:lsistance,especially after the Congress of South African
Students (Casas) began to orgcmise in the schools.

Inkatha took a dim vie ....' of Cosas I which was rapidly banned

"."-~'j, by the Kwazulu puthorities. Reports of haxaaament; and
assassinations of Cosas members f.o110wed. Mare recounts how
memb9rs of Kwazulu Legislative Assembly were "sent home to
reatcre tj;).erespect for and authorit.y of t.he elders" ("Inkatht:i.-
by t.he grace of the Nationalist Party? Part TWOIl 65). One member
"phoned h:i.~apo;Logies for his absence at the Legislative Assembly, j

U
~OJ

.
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as he had a pupil in the boot of his car I". Kwa I"lashuand
University cf Zululand stud~nts in particular suffered. In May
19801 200 armed Inkatha suppori:e;r:i3attacked protesting students

\)

in Kwa Mashu and in Octobe.c 1983 Inkatha supporters killed five
students and injured 113 at the University of Zululand,109 In
1984 student boycotts in protest against the tri cam~ral
elections forced the closure of all secondary schools in
Lamontville and students in KwaMashu boycotted classes in protest
against enforced Inkatha lessonl:J.110

The banning of Cosas in KwaZulu and then, in 1985 in South
Africa as a whole, did not cause a subsidence in student and
YOl'.th&c..;tivity.In late 1995 studlents campaigned for Students
Repreeentative Councils (SRCs) and then established 'township
SRCs' which represented SRC" from all schools in a particull;ir
township. "1.1 Th~ boycotta and protests which~,swept through the
schools during 1985 were vigorously opposed by Inkatha, whose
vigilantes attacked protesting students. KwaZulu school
principals, al;~ members of Inkatha, were informed that all
8,tudents should be Inkatha members ("Natal acudent.av) .

Former student leaders also formed youth congref'SeS in Many
townships throughout Durban, which by 1986 "were undoubtedly tb~:

-------~---------------------------------~-----------------------
11)9. 11 Inkatha bat tLe's with anyone who stands in its way I" Sas'Qu

NotiQnal 5.1 March 1984., 24.
110. I1Countrywid~ protest '84," Sospu NatiQnal. 5.7 December 1984,

10-11.
111. "Natal students are on the move, 11 State Qf the ij§ti.Qn

October 1985, 10.
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,,,most active, orgaEnil::!edand largest UDFaffiliates in thp.

townships" (Mare and Hamilton An .Appeti.te for Pewer 201) •

The UDF in the 19B9s

Pri9r to the formation of the. United ""~;,0"I.:.c:r:aticFront (UDF) the

main community organisation in the 'AJ'., Lean townships, the Joint

Rent Action Committee ( ,)rac) , spearheaded resistance to rent and

transport increases and to t.he incorpo:r;-ation of certain townships

into KwaZulu: :Meer "Community and Unions" 82). Jorac existed in

Lamontvill~, Chesterville, Shakaville and Hambanathi. This

opposit1 .to increasing rents led to increasing conflict with

Inkatha counc i.La (75). Harrison Dune, a Jorac orga:niser in
.>:

II
' .t

Lamontville, was assassinated in 1983 and, when Inkatha invaded

Hambanathi in 1985, ten houses were burned down and a number of

people werp. kill~d.

In (. tric opposit.ion to Inkatha, the UDFremained outside

of Kwazulu and Natal local and regional structures. What was to

become the support base of the ANC"as developed through a

network 0:1: student., youth, womenI s and civic orgC'nisations

affiliated to the UDF. By early 19~4 the f.ollowing UDFaffiliates

were listed in Natal: 8 student, 15 youth, 5 unions, 3 women's,

28 civics, 4 l:eligioust 11 political and 7 other.112 The ideology

underpinning the UDFwas l!Jremised on a broad IInon-rar:ialism!',

• incorporating various ideological strands ranging f:rom tn.:-
Ii1.1

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - • - - - - - - - - - - - .:. - - ...1'- .... • _

112. M. Swilling, "The United Demot:'!ratic Front and Township
Revolt," Wvt'k in Progr~ 49 (1987): 26.
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orthodox communism the South African Communist Party (SAC}?),
to a less revolutionary liberal social democracy.

Despite various localised conflicts, Durban initially
remained relatively quiet, "while the popular insurrection raged
in other parts of South Africa" (Meer "Community and U'nic.nsin
Natal" 75).

By late 1985, however, all major townships in and around
Durban "were aflame as youth and Inkatha-supporting amabutho
battled it out in the streets!! ("Conflict in the community and in
the factories" 66) ,113 Meer citr,.sSitas' estimate that 75 people
were killed andover 1 000 injured in these batt:es (66).

I'The trigger for this outburst was tha assassination of
Victoria Mxenge in August 1985 (67). Schoolchildre:n and
unemployed youth in Umlazi I I{~~kashu, Clermont and IJamontville
boycotted classes and marched in protest against the murder. They
attacked the homes of councillors, schqols and shops. In Inanda,
youth attacked Indian residents, burning their properties to the
ground. Mxenge's funex'al was attacked by Inkatha supporters from
Linnelani, leaving 17 people dead.

The fledgeling community organisations were unable to
control events as youth turned to burn down the homes and shops

~
U

of known Inkatha officialB. Inkatha began to forcLbly recruit
township reeidents into their impis.

These events caused maJI.prtensions within Fosat'.lunions,
with shop stewards havin.g to mediate th~ conflicts (72)ff. Shop

-------------------------------------------------------~---------
113. P..mabutho was the popuJ.ar terI'((~~orvigilantes.
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stewards variously blamed the violence on Mxenge'8 assassination,
apartheid, general socio-economic conditions, and a lack of
grassroots organisation. They identified the n Inkatha amabutihov,
various traders, councillors I shacklords and the SADF as
collaborating with each "other. The rank and file union
membership, however, were deeply divided, with a number of
workers fighting on the side of the Inkatha-supporting amabutho.
In many areas shop stewards attempted to establish meetings of
youth and workers to discuss the conflict and to persuade other
workers not to fight for Inkatha (74). But many were not equipped
to play this role because Fosatu's policy of steering clear of
politics had distanced them from community organisations (where
they existed). As one shop-steward said at the time, they "were
not organised into stru.cturesll which could respond to community
issues (74). Another called for "more education" to equip them
for this role.

Another problem was I as J'eremy Seekings has shown I that the
United Democratic Front had failed to'develop a coherent
organisatIonal presence in Durban/s African townships in the
early 1980s. Leaders of township organisations claimed at the
time that the UDF leadership had neglected the development of

..
r.·.·····\~
1 0

organisations in these areas. As mentioned above, it was often
school students, initially through Casas and later through the
various youth congresses, that constituted the backbone of
p0litical organisation in the townships.

o
between the aDF and Inkatha took was the lack of democratic

A critical determinant of the violent form the conflict
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institutions through which the parties could campaign for
support. The extremely circumscribed form of democratic politics
represented in the local authorities and homeland structures were
widely boycotted by supporters of the UDF and Cosatu. Although
ANC-aligned candidates had contested these elections on a handful
of occasions in previous decades I this. strategy was abandoned in
the 1980s.114 Instead the UDF attempted to introduce its own form
of democracy via its community based organisations. These "organs
of peoples power", as th~y wele dubbed, relied on building
alte~ative structures to those imposed by the state and on
isolating township and homeland structures.

The conflict was therefors unresolvable within the
param~ter8 of apartheid institutions &.ndthe contest rapidly
escalated intc bo~h localised and generalised conflict. The scale
of the conflict left little room for individuals to remain
outside of the conflict.11S A violent stalemate began to emerge
in the late 1980s. Neither tJDF-affiliated organisations, the

I,

'( !!st.ate or Inkatha could impose their ihstitutlons as the 8il;.I;s
within which politics should take place. This led to the
increasing use of force on 0.11sides: the state declared a at.at.e
of emergency and brought the SADF into the township'd3,the pclice

114. The internal debates within the UDF around participation in
local authority structures is extensively dealt with by
Seekings.

115. It has been frequently noted that;hi many areas I support for
either the ANC or Inkatha wa::.sinfluenced b)'where one lived
and who controlled the area.
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detained many leading 'UDF activists and hit-squads began
systematically assassinating others.

Military: and quasi-military strategies became the order of
the day. Inkatha, the Kwazulu police and the government's
'security forces' were accused of colluding with each otih,

\

! ,while L~F and ANC membern were accused of carrying out armed
attacks on policemen, soldiers and local auchor'Lt.Lee ,

From Fo&atu to Cosatu
Although Fosatu attempted for many years to remain outside of the
developing conflict between the UDF and Inkatha, the polar~.sation
of the communities{J.Llwhich its members lived soon led to it
being pulleJ irrevocably into an alliance with the UDF.

III November 1985, when Fosatu merg,ed with other unions to
become Cosatu, those arguing for political affiliation were in
the majority. Cosatu, while not affiliating to the UDFr adopted
the Freedom Charter and aligned itsel"':with the ANC. The members
of Ccsatu's affiliated trade unions became increasingly involved
in community politics and Cosatui along with youth organisations,
became the organisational backbone of the UDF-Cosal..ualliance. In

(1
l 0 '.;.•
i 1,
• 1

1986 a Durban Cosatu official argued t~at:
It has become imperative to consider defence in the
townships. Shop stewards and progressive youth have found
themselves natural allies in the bid to protect their
families and themselves in the townships.116

o
116. "W·'lning Away Inkatha' s Base," ~ls...in PrQg!'ess 45 (1986):

3~.•
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Commen,~ator~ seem to agree that Cvsatu blundered when, at its
launch, national president Elijah Barayi attacked Buthelezi and
Inkat: ~,117 This provided the pretext for the formation of U~iUsa,
which soon developed a reputation for disrupting Cosatu'e
actd.vd.t.Lea, Increasingly Inkatha saw Cosatu as the enemy and vice
versa. This tendency was accelerated by the ongoing violence and

, by the late. 1980s Cosatu was firmly entrenched in an alliance
with the TJDF.

In the late 1980s and ,t-heearly 1990s :rallies under < fle
auspices of labour organisJtions and broader rallies under the
banner of 'national democratic' community based organisations

\

tended to become indistinguish<tble. The worker poets reflected
,

t.his shift it:t e~:;..h~s;,sin their poetry, w~ich increasingly became
; I
I

(.~haral"..::tei,,'isedb..(''national democratic' as opposed to 'worker'
content.118

At the timl& of my research, few gatherings outside of formal
\\meetir!gsof Cosatu st,;r'ucturescould be characterised as 'purely'
v\~rker occasions. Given that the vast majority of African people
in\\Durban are working class I the class character of the audiences
did \:;totchange significantly. What did change, however, was ~1).at

\
the r~,l1ies began to include larger numbers of working class

(lr
I0
*,'I \,

-----~--------------------------------1--·-----------------------
1:17. See Baskin, Mare and Hamilt~

this incident.
.or detailed discussion of

118. For example, compare Qabula's e?rlier work published j,n
Black Mamba Rising w:Lth his receJ.ttpoems in r.Qsaw Writers
N2tebook. Kelwyn Sole makes a similar observat.ion in his
review artiGle "New Words Rising".
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youth (atrudent.s , unemployed youth aind young workers}. 1:19

in the eorly 1980s it may have been pnssibie to argue

outlook was more militant and radical ..than thai..' of

scale of violence has politicised workers to t:le .extent
( ~~

is now difficult to make such generalisations.120

As not.ed in Chapter two, the 1989 CW'LP survey cf

time provides a useful profile of the workers organised ~

Cosatu. It is these workers who, for reasons discussed fli

below, formed the core of the int;:;rpretive community. As could 1::$

expect.c.;', the majority spoke Zulu, with

English and 5.3 percent Xhosa. Although a l"?="ge

are 'known to be living in informal sett.lenttid:.f3,

"the absence of ll3igni£icant. [numbers of] in;Eormal sectoJ;

residents IT in t}~"'ir survey (5)., They at~ribut:ed fact.

that fe""l';peop l,e living ip informals aet.t.Lement.s are emp.oyeid. in

the fo:::mal manufacturing aect.oz . Howsvei.·, 32.·perce'l"lt of

respondents i;' "re migrants, moat; of whomstayed in rooms

townshi,IY'; {as opposed to the hostels}. The worker'3 surv:

also relativlf!ly p,'J.vileged in terms of income and educat

pez-cent; had passed standard six or abcve , 49 ill p..::r--:ent
~.

were
. 81

-- .... -'~_ .....
"

119. At the ra11v, celebratL1g Mandela's release,
the organis:J.ng committee were uniol1ists.

120. It is therefore still apPJ;:"1priate, I would argue, t
the poetry as wor~er poetry, aLt.houqh a few of the
performers and thedJ:: poems would have to be exclude
this. category {for exat, Le, when Ari 8~.\:dS and I pe
at the :::'.l.11y celebr~tihg Nelson MandeJats release).

label
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proportlons of 'Women and

standard eight or above anti 14.2 had standard ten or above. 42
perce;';.of women and 53 percent of men had less than standard
seven. Only 13 percent O:f\~thework
per week and 33 percent e~rned over

I
I,

One could expect to see higher

force earned les8 t.han R100

R150 a week.

youth in a sample taken at the rallies discussed in Chapter Two.
The range of 'leisure time' activities reflected in the survey
also give Lmpor tant; Lndt.cat oxa as to the diverse cultural
p:':'acti(.esof th:i.sgroup. This will be discussed in more detail

Etbnicity, consciousness .~ndmultiple identities
While the above brief overview of organisational developments
gives important insights into the increasing polaris.:ltion of the
African working class, it does not provide much clarity about the
w.ys in which thil.::lintersected with ordinary wor~,ers' daily
lives. Neither d081.::!it tell us very much about popular culture in
the Durban townships and the ways in wha.ch the worx:ing class h.?sl
negotiated the crises of identity which th~ violence must have
thrown up. Much as such a perspective would enhance the pJ::'ssent
study, th;re is unfortunately very little written about popular
cult.ure in the Durban townships during the period under
discussion.

In the commercial media, representations of the effects of
the conflict on ordinary people's lives focused on violent
clashes, death and dislocation, presumably because these made for
more sensational reading material and visual footage. What would
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(not spent sleeping, travelling to and at work) is divided as

be an ir:lportant,/areafor furtber exploration is in fact the polar
f;

opposites of these. What about the people who have J.ived through
the violence, who have managed to stay on in the townships? How
have they coped with the daily stresses 3.!:d. demands of living in
such a climate? It seerbe that few people hi;"fe of: ~.;,>ineduntouched
by the conflict and many families have merabez:..i ivo l.ved in one or
another organ:l.sation.People have to live and work despite the
tiuzmoi.), around them and what i£'lneeded is u d.etailed picture of
what Sitas has called the "defensive combinations" or "cultural
formations" which have provided the immediate social arid cultural
homes for people living in the townships.

The CWLP leisure time survey provides interesting insights
into t.he daily act Lvtti.es of urrLen members. Theirnleieure time

follows:
28 percent of the time in socialising, visiting, drinking,
20 percent of the time fi:x:ing,mending in the household,
about 15 percent Of t-he time watching l:i:veor listening to
sport. 11 percentDof their time listening to the radio
(aLthouqh the radio is on most of the t;.ime).About 8 percent
of the time reading, 6 percent of the time attending church,
5 percent of the time attending union meetings, 3 percent
attend~ng cultural events, 2 percent of the time watching
television (this excludes sport) and 2 percen7 at funerals
and weddings.

Women workers spend about 37 percent of their time
fixing and mendd.no in the household, i.e. doing "women+s
work". Only 18}; .ient; of their time is spent so.;::ialising.
In both cases this "socialising!! is not what the myt h of the
vibrant townsJ;t)ipimplies i rather friends and kin gather in a
constant bust1e of interactions. 'I'heirparticipation in out-
going type of activities is less (save church going) (4).

The article pointe out that shop stewards utilise far more time
than others on Cosatu business (about 60 percent). The rest is
spent on community meetings (10 percent~, funerals and funeral
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arrangements (10 percent), household chores and socialising (20
percent). They sleep fess than other workers, thus stretching
their leisure time.

The survey establishes that the following "items of ma.terial
culture" are commonly owned: radiQs (52.7 percent) I television
sets (45.5 percent) and music systems (37.8 pe::cent). Up to a
quarter of workers aleo own a var;Lety of household and gardening
equipment. 14.8 percent own running shoes and 3.5 percent a
soccer ball. 1.7 percent own a musical instrument.

In general relatively little time is spent utilising this
equipment. Of those who own television sets 26.~ percent spend
less than an hour a day watching ,.:hem.36 percent listen to the
radio in the morning and 3L3 percent only in the evenings. Radio
programmes listened to include muaLc (63.7 percent) i aport (47.8
pe~cent)r stories (42 percent), news !40,5 percent),
announcements (27.5 percent) and religion (20.2 percent). The
survey also concludes that Radio Zulu IIis losing out to stCi!,tions
like Capital Radio and 70211. Television programmes include: news
(57'J percent), music (5:1.3percent), films (33 percent), sporta
(31.3 percent) and religion (8.6 percent).

~ ,.\

30.7 per.cent o:j!'workers read books (roughly th",:~laMe
\~/,,\

percentage of men and women). Some of the statistics for
readership of particular books are given in Chapter Two. It is
worth noting, however, that the most common books are the bible,
those prescz:i:bedin schools and vari.ous popular ZuJ.,.and English
n~vels. A slightly higher percentage (36 percent) read magazines,
including iQna (50.5 pers~nt), ~ (31.7 percent), ~ {29.4
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(19.5 percent), most follow sporting events.
Unfortunately, while these statistics do give us a sense of

(J

'\percent), Learn and Teagh (4.7 percent)/ Labqur Bull~tin (2.3
percent) and Injula (1.1 percent) .

Newspapers are far more widely read (78.6 percent). These
include ~ (58 percent), trade union newspapers (41.2
percent), !lIDafrika(40 percent), City er~ (36.4 percent), ~
P:aily News (35.2 percent) i Ib~ Natal Mercury (28.5 percent) t ~,

New Nation (18.8 percent), ~. jleekly Mail (9.7 pe roent.) and
Sowetan (9 percent) .

Involvement in cultural activities includes choirs (13
percent); da~ce (8.2 pe::rcent),drama (6.5 percent), musi<;:(5.9
percent) and poetry (3.5 percent). Of those involved in cultural
acti-vities a high proportion are migra.nts: choirs (40.9 percent),
music (70 pez'cer '; I dance (42.8 percent), poetry (33 percent) and
drama (63.6 percent). As mentioned in Chapter Two, however, ~
higher percentage (47 percent) attend workers' ralli.es (where
culture is often included in the programm~) and C".!ulturalevents
.inthe Cvitlmunity (29.5 percent). A.lthough few workers play sport

the variety of workers' leisure time activities, chey do not
provide significantly detailed insights into the nature of
workers' identities. Further research needs to be directed at
establ~shing the qualitative detail~ of these activities. As
ment.Loned above, surveys into political attitudes give
confl icting results and often appear to be influenced by the
agencies conduct.!ug them.

The question of workers' multiple identities has, howevar ,
been given some scholarly attenti(.)n.The developing political
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movement represented by the ANC-aligned organisations did not
eradicate pre-existing cultural forms and identities. Each
household i.nthe vast area under discussion has ddveloped its own
way of sustaining various indigenous rituals (/r replacing them
with other~ - depending on both individual choices ~nd force of

\ '

circumstance. Indigenou~ cultural pract5.~es have either persisted
or died depending on their ability to adjust to the ci.~III~ndsr)f

/i
these new situations. According to JI'jtasthe specific r....tiure of

j /
urbanisation in Durban has encouf~~d continuities in popula~
culture ("Class, NatJ.on, Ethnicityll). One of the factors he takes
into account is the role played by four "formidable urban
movements" this centu:r;yin reinventing the tradit.l.onsand ideas
associated with \Zulu-ness'. H~ also cites a survey that found
that as many as 75 percent of the to',fnshippopulation still have
active links \1Tiththe countryside.

A national survey was conducted in September 1991 into shop
stewards' views on a range of issues (Pityana and Orkin l3eYQnd

the FS!9tQry E],QQ.;:). Shop stewards I as has been. not.ed above I form
the core of the labour movement. They are more highly
politicised, more militant. and spend far more time engaged in
labour and political activities. The survey concluded that a
minority of shop tewards (18 percent) in Southern Natal see
themselves in ethnic terms"121 46 pe:rcent of the national total,

o

\\-----------------------------------------------------------------
121. The que.stion included the options "ethnic", "ethnic plus

South African If or IISouth African ". ,l'he18 percent opted for
either of the first two options. II
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in parliament and this figure was higher in Natal.
however, felt that the rights of minorities should be proteceed

The survey results are somewhat misleading. As has been
noted, shop stewards are more highly politicised than moat
'v'lo:::-kersand would be more inclined to see their anawe r to the
question as a statement of political allegiances. A different
question, such an the one about minority right£!t would probably
have elicited a ver/ different response. An example of this was a
~iscussion I had with two shop stewards about "traditional
practices", While they initially insisted that they were
IId~rilised Christians" and did not indt:.:!.gein any IItraditional"
rituals, further discussion provided evidence to the contrary.
They agreed that IImuti" did work in protecting people against
bullets. One claimt:idto have seen it working. They also
acknowledged the importance of communicating with their ancesto't's
through various ritualsaasociated with birth, marriage and
death.

A fascinating picture of a similar co-~,xistence of
,'.
l\:, 5~_<identities is shown in a recent ana l.ys Ls of i:heattitudes of

pupils attending a Pietermaritzburg school (Piper et al,
"Ethnicity and the Contest over Meaning!!). The study shows that
95 percent of the students saw themselves "as Zulus" and most of
them supported a range of IItraditional customs" such as lobola,
initiation, traditional ceremonies, respect for and communication
with the ancestors. At the same time 74 percent were either
members of, or sympathetic to, the ANC.

The authors conclude that wh il e many of the students
surveyed "demonstrated ethnic moments to their identitieslI, "t.hi~
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identity is \ethnic' when the 19cns of the identity is a
'cultural' group, i.e. a social group characterised by
certain meaning-giving features such as cuat.oms, language,
history, symbols and so on ...

does not imply that the students, sEl.mf~:l.edcould be termed 'ethnic'
as commonly understood" (13). According to their definition,

(I

Ethnicity, tl- Jso~ial phenomenon, requires C\ component of
collective aot.Lon, as it is prompted by a \~'?6wercrisis -
more specifically an exclusion from power articulated in
'cultural' terms. This exclusion on \cultural' (grounds means
the power crisis assumes an identity.component. The ethnic
group becomes the 'solution' to both problems of identity
and collective action.

They argue that "the persistence of 'traditiohal culture' is not
a ~ufficient or necessary condition for 'ethnic' consciousness",
In theL. view, "the term 'ethnic consciousness' attempts to
capLure the gense of continuity over tim~ that is associated with
the common understanding of 'ethnic 'identity'".

SimiiarlY Mike Morris and Doug<Undson have observed that in

the Natal conflict,
Although ~.~ople are often mobilised using ethnic or c.mltural
symbols, this ethnic basis often coincides with material
divisions 3 (152).

Sitae argues that one can draw an important distinction between
populist and popular democratic movements. A populist movement
such as Inkatha "apart;from effacin.g class oont radd ct.Lona ,

legitimates its right to rule through the establishment of a
political mythology of origins II and !ldoesnot challenge existing
cultural formations". On the other hand, popular democratic
movements (such as the ANC/Cosatu) :

Are ib.capable of producing such a political founding
mythology. Either they have to resort to an absurd pluralism
of many ethnic units with their own political mythologies of
origin, each one equal to the others, brought together as a
multi-ethnic, poly-colour alliance, or they have to found
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their interpellat ions on a moment of genera~disposGession
and. on common attempts in struggle to forge a common
identity ("Class, Nation, Ethnicity" 269). '"\ ,

These Lnt.erpe.l.l.at Lona from above therefore cannot simply
overwrite existing forme of identity and knowledge.

Sitae' view is that class position is a 'material fate'
it sets c.~5rta.inlimits on l~t.t:eexperiences and therefore en

iiculture and ideology (269) .([,heprocess of proletarianieation
(\

gives :-:iseto a range of defensive combinations (and cultural
formations) thr01.1ghwhich people attempt to cope with their
'material fate'., often by utilising cultural forms acquired .crom
previous gener~tiona. Attempts made by political movements to
form d class (or multi-class) ideology therefore necessarily
Lnvo Lve che reo:r:ganisatio~of these cu.ltural formations.
Political movement a attempt to create new, unifying identities
t,~hichare not only 'written' from above but also 'composedl f:t:om
below, primarily through oral forms If mobilisation.122 In
Durban, sitae asserts, the bottom up (oral) process is more

"significant because of low levels of literacy.123

" 122. I assume he is l.-eferringto forma such as t.he mass rally,
the meeting, the march and the toyi-toyi, as well as to more

'.j_nformal means of oral communication.
123. Deborah Bonnin and Moses Ngoasheng have explored the role of

worker poets as 'organic' (in the Gramscian sense) or
'grassroots' working class intellectuals. See: D. Bonnin,
"We Went To Arm Ourselves at the Field of Suffering .,'
Traditions, Experiences and Grassroots Intellectuals,"
unpublished paper, U.o£ Natal (Durban), 1988; M. Ngoasheng,
"'We Organise and Educate': CUltural Intellectua}, \in the
Labour Movement," l$t~ffrider 8.3!ic4(1989): 29-38 ..
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The interpreti·ve community under discussion therefore
includes a wide spect;~""'-1.~of people, who have retained or

\abandoned \t:r:aditiori,,....(cultural practices to va:...ying degrees,
The ANC has rej~cted the ostensibly "traditior~al" authority.

I, ~/'-.

structures established by the South African and Kwazulu
governments but it does not follow that its members have
abandoned ethnic or traditi.onal practices and identities
altogether:,124 In reality the ANC'18 pr!)fessed non-racial ideology
1.as had to co-exist w.t· ~raditional cultural conventions.

For some time that co-existence was primarily at an
informal, or unofficial, level. While indigenous cultural forms
did not find significant expressioI',ln the movement's public
activities, they did occur in less formal ways, for example in
spontaneouD song and dance. It was only in the mid-1980's that
elements within Fosatu began to develop an explicit cultural
strate91,,125 It began with the worker plays, the first being liThe

124. The \t.r:tdespread,'lseof traditional rituals by the ANC-
supporting 'comrades' in the violen~e is testimony to this.
In a conversation on this subject>'Qabula also told me he
supported the continued existence of chieftanship, subject
to the right of recall by their 'l'mbjects'. The ANC-aligned
Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa (Contf~alesa)
has attempted to organise chiefs into the ANC fold. For an
interesting case study of the co..:.existenceof ethnic
identity and revolutionary ideology see Piper et al.

o
125. Fosatu had, however, encouraged worker choirs prior to this.

These choirs were frequently 'officlal' choirt:Jestablished:!
under the auspices of varioue companies' managements,
although they performed under different r..amesin Fosatu
gatherings. For further comments on worker choirs, see:
Sitas, 'lvoice and Gesture" i V. Erlmann, "Posatu Worker
Choirs" .

I0
\
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Dum.1op Play". As is discusseq. in detail in the following chapter,
th:Ls red to the: formation of the Durban Worker's Cultural Local,
which was responsible for the introduction of worker poet.ry :i.r.

the mould, of the izibongo.

As was not.ed in Chapter One" var-Lcus write"\,shave examined how
\,

the izibongo has been successfully adapted to the new context. As

the different political and ideological f oz'ce s have entered the
contest for popular loyalty, cultural forms such 8'3 the izibongo
became both a l)leansof pursuing these aims and a site.pf contest.
The "unofficialll appropriati.on of militaristic cultural forms has
.Lent ideological legitimacy and,prganisational cogency to the
warring parties on both sides. .Lnkat.ha and UDF militants have
u ied traditional aonqe , poetry I "muti', qu~ai-military fi$1hting
formations and weapons to pursue the war.

;;:5

This is one of the key ways in which workers themselves have
been able to assert their i~~as and values, drC\wing on ..:'l store of
resources which they h3.ve acqui:" ':3 and transferring these into
the cont.empoxazy ai t.uat.Lon , Tb,is has provided them with necessary
resources to 'ITithstand,and pazt.Lcd.pat.e in, social conflict and
change.

The events discussed in the Chapter Two should therefore be
seen as a part: of the oral mobi.lisation of different cultural
formations and individuals Lntio a broader interpretive community,
wHich forms the basis of a political movement. The rallies

\\

\lexplicitly function to express common l.r.tereatsand create ad
sense of unity among disparate social gr( Ipings and individuals.
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slogans, songs, speeches and poetry.

"This search for unity is consciously expressed in and through the
range of cultural fonns to be found at the rallies, including

The persistence of the izibong<l>

Implicit in the above discussion is an assumption that the poetic
conventions of the izibongo have persisted at a relatively broad
level among the African working class. Although there is no clear
way of establishing the extent to whi~h this is the case, there
are a number of useful indicators which support this assumption.

Comparative evidence of the "multiple identity" thesiL' can
be found in Gunner's research on the use of the iziJdc!;Ugoin
Shembe's Zionist Church. She shows that it reflects a strong
desire to integrate the Christian and the traditional into a
single world view and a single set of cultural practices. Other
forms of Christianity often force people to choose between the
two lifestyles.126 In these cases it appears to be common for
traditiofl:'~practices not be discontinued but to be "driven

-.~\
\\underground", as it were. Among even highly ae,'-lveChristians 1,1;0.

\~
Durban it is common practice to have at least two wedding \\
ceremonies, the 'first being almost completely ChriEiti~n in

11I0
M

U

content and tha second involving traditional rituals. The second
is generally a more low key affair, involving only the families. :)
At this latter ceremony at least some elements of the trad+t.Lona L

126. Gunner gives examples of this in "Ukubonga Nezibongo: zulu
Praising and Praises, If diss. U of London, 1984.
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Given the lack of detailed research on the subject., the best

o

rituals are performed, away from the sanct~onB of the church
body. It,also here where the izibongo are most likely to be
heard, although this is not always the case.

, .3lizabeth Gunner' B research into Zulu praising and praises
has given us perhapa the clearest picture to date of:contemporalY
practices. Her research was, however, largely limi::ed to the
rural areas of Natal and she focuses on people who are still

r-',-intimately involved in traditional culture. '...:]1 addition her study
was conducted in 1975-6 and one can expect Significant changes to
have taken place in the int,~r';,~c

I' ~ ~,sources of evidence which' '·ointto the persistence of the
izibongo are the various ...u' :,~linstitutions which impact
significantly on the daily life .of Zulu peop l.ein Duzban';' 'I'he
CWLP survey of workerts leisure time informs us that workers in

[

f
I

fact have very little time outside of work, that their lives
centre around the following \~~ajorpoles: wozk , home, church or
other cultural gathering points (su,Jhas shebeens , sporting

activities::.'.i'hereis evidence of the izibongc in one form or

events) and in some cases political and union activity. Duril?;9
their youth this can be extended to include school ar.drelated

another in most of thede arenas, suggesting strongly that it is
still a living tradition.127

(I ------------------------.------------------------------~---------
127. In searching for this evidence, I have taken into account

the entire range of Zulu praising, from the most basic
naming conventions (such as izithakazelo) through the
rudimentary (and flexible) prajses accumulated by
individuals (such as izihasho) to the relativedly ,"ixed,
highly crafted izibongo of historical figures ,:md po.li.tLcaL
leaders.
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The first and most obvious pl~pe«wher~ the iz;}oongo can
(' ~<:» })

still to be found ~,s..Ln the activities of the Kwazulu

authorities, the d~yet1 hcuse and Inkatha, Altho'J.gb the focus of

my fieldwork prohibited me from investigating these izimbongi

directly, it is corranonki'l.owleUgethat Kwazulu and Inkatha

leadership utilise ,~,zimbongito sing their praises ,128 There are

few available stati,atics on attendance at gatherings held under

the auspices of the l<wazulu authorities or Inkatha itself. Sitas

records that

70 000 people attended t~~ rally on MayDay in 19'06, to launch
-~,.~,

the Inkatha und.on lJ'wsa (I1Class1 NatJ.on and J1:t.hnicity" 257).
i"i'

Almcst half of, thS,Bleprese!i'~twere buaed i:o, ;trom outside Durban.

There have been lo.t".hersimilar:::-rallies I prominent amongwhich are

the anr..ual Shak.a;,.iay rallier; which have increasingly mobilised.

only Inkatha supporters.

A number;:hf peopLe I spoke to had direct experience of t.haae
,', I'

izirnbongi. Because 0'£ the:t'i;(Q,ffilia.tion to Cosatu, however, most
(\

±nd:,cated that in recent yeaxs they had ceased to attend those

gatherings where these iziroPongi would have appeared. It seems

safe to assume that a relatively large number of Durban'S

inhabitants ha'l;E!attended such occasions .at some point in their

Ld.vea , especially be£(.)re the waiibetween Inkatha and the UDF-

--------------------------------------~.-------------------------
128. For a recent unpublished transcription and translation of

King Zwelithini/s izibongo, see: T.C. Dlamini, "Re-creaLion
and Adaptation in Oral Tra.dition: An Analytical Study of
King Zwelithini's 'Izibongott" diss., U of Witwatersrand,
1992.
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1980s.
Cosatu alliance assumed itd current proportions in the early

What is less clear is the extent;to which such exposure is
mirrored at a more local level. Although many community
councillvrs in the African townships are activ6 members of
Inkatha, it is doubtful t.hat they exercise anywhere near as much
influence over the people under their jurisdiction as rural
chiefs do. This view is reinforced by the extent of opposition to
the councils during the mid- and la.te-1980s. It. appeara tr:at they
do not surround themselves with the t.raditional zi.cua l, t.qithou
which the :i.mbongiwou Ld not have an appzopz'd ate context for
performance. Many councillors are businesspeople or intellectuals
and are undoubtedly as urban in their orientati.on as the workers
who live in their areas.

A further factor which should be taken into account and
which was raised by my informants is the tension with:.n Inkatha
its~lf between its traditional an" Christian identities. This is
indeed a tension that pezmeat.ea \.~.ielivea of most African urban
residents of Durban. While lnkatha invokes traditional rituals
and culture(~t is ~lso an avowedly Christian (and pro-capitalist)

'. ,I

movement. A numl.e r of my informants said that Inkatha' s

commi tu.ent; to the preservat .on of traditional cultural forms was
not a deep one, -especially in the urban areas, One must expect
that :':hiswould vary from pl.aoe to place.

o

It is clear that the izibongo is fairly well represented in
the schools. Th0 people I interviewed, however, suggested that
i.zibongo are predominantly taught as a texc , with students
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memorisi.ng them from a text book and reciting them for marks.
Shaka's izibongo is part of the Zulu syllablJ,S,whether the F,;!chool
fall!! under (the South African) Department of Educatioh's C!ontrol
or under the Kwazulu education authorities. Many of my
interviewees, however, said that they had learned to dislike all
forms of poetry at school because of the punitive system through
which it was tauqht;; Some said they were encouxaqed to perform at
school \rallies' while others Baid they were only recited in the
classroom. In Ule latter case the means through which pupils were
exposed to the poetry was not dissimilar to that applied tq

,
\I

European and Afrikaans poetry. This would account for the lower
levels of enthusiasm for izjbongo-style poetry I ohserved among
the youth (noted in Chapter Two). Gunner and Gwala discuss in
some detail the problematic process through which royal and
chiefly prailsea were established as the canon. Much of this
process took place through the ~ompilation of school textbooks
(35) •

At least one interviewee said that while Inkatha controlled
the schools, thier did not always mean that traditional forms such
as the izibong~ were privileged in the education system. In fact,
he ~aid tnat in his experience the Chr.istian Ride of Inkatha'a
ideology was emphasised at school. Again it is difficult to draw
any general c.onclusions as it appeared that different teachers
and different scbools take different approaches to the teaching
of izibonqo.

The traditional i~ibongo is rooted in the extended family
and the clan. C::-le can expect therefore that the family would
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remain a key site of transmission. Of course urbanisation and the
spread of Christianity has modified t!'aditional pra~tices
considerably, though unevenly. This is the area where it is most
difficult to draw out any generalisations, save for the fact that
in most families the youngest children are the furthest removed
from the izibongo as a living tradition and the elderly are the
most in touch. My interviews were moet instructive in this
regard. I questioned the interviewees closely on the extent to
which any aspect of the naming or praising traditions had
survived. I discovered that even those who initially insisted
that their families practiced no traditional rituals at all,
readily conceded that they had at least some expo~ure to naming
in one o,f its 'poetic' fct'ms. This included, for examp l.e,
nicknames given to children by their grandparents( a familiarity
with the families izithakazelo, and an ability to recite the
izibongo of an ancestor. On' interviewee initially insisted that
his family were devout Catholics and did not pr'aot.Lceany form of
praising but later recalled that his fathe' had given him a
praise in English/ "the white duck who will not get dirt unless
he has five thousand dollars".129

Obviously the urban household provides fewer inspirations
for praiSing. As has been noted by most scholars of the izibongo,
in the rural setting young boys would praise their cattle,
anima.ls would have praise names and people would 'award' each
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other praiseo. In .> the township dwelling, few of the.se
opportunities exist. Noleen Turner's research into contemporary
izihasho shows that satirical personal praises are still commonly
used. One also sees other innovative uses of praising, such as
the common naj1e for the kombi-taxi, "Zola Budd", which refers to
its (awe-inspiring) speed.

The izibongo haa been incorporated into mass media to a

I
(

,
I
!

limited but significant extent; . Izimbongi can be heard performing
on Radio Zulu and have occasionally been show on television.
Although the izibongo has not per ee been commercially exploited
in the form of records or tapes,130 Elizabeth Gunner has shown
how the fluid boundaries between different forrrtsof popular
cl..<lturehas allowed the izibongo to infiltrate music.

Praise poetry - In the form of the izibongo - has moved
media in this way, appearjng on popular singles on LP81
recited with an abdqanga-type backing by singers such as
Ernest Shelembe in 1981i Tisha (Themba Nzuza) included
Shaka's izibongO on his 1986 IJP,UThembe Mina (Tx'ustMe) and
a group called AmaDayisi - Mzikayifani Buthelezi and Clive -
included Shaka'8 izibongo on a 1985 LP. Perhaps izibo'1go ~n
this new me~ium take with them into the new medium something
of the power and potency of the historical figure being
pralsed, but they ~lso become part of a new expression of
urban consciousne5's (1I!4ixingthe Discourses 11 71).

J
1

Similarly the izibongo has trcve ll.edinto contemporary sporting
activities. Gunner and Gwala merit.Jon~,zibongo being performed for

130. The Culture and Working Life Project has recorded '\urker
poetry and examples of this have been included aLmg with
freedom songs on a tape ce.Ll.ed People Mye;!t Share performed
by the Pinetown Culture Group. The distribution cf this tape
is negligible when compared with the sales Qf popular
musical form';"'.

particular soccer teams.
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The factory floor is not, in most instances, conducive to
performances of any sort. In the case of the hostel, wh~re
w01.~ke:!:io have the oppoxt.unf.cy co gather together lit is clear that
the izibongo has survive-d to some extent. A..T. Wainwright has
described the imbengi on the mines on the Transvaal and it would
appear that there is a sim!lc...r'tradition' in Durban hostels.

AJ fred Qabula, it has been noted Glse'lfJhere(lindhe confirmed
this to me), used tQ compose 'songe' in his head while he drove
his forklift truck (A_Working Lite,). This intern2l realm 0'1;the
worker loS the subject of a recent (incomplete) investigation by
Ari £; as but is not quantifiable. One of my reApondents said
that the givir~g of praise names does occur at work, though not
frequently. From my interviews and discuE'~J.ons1 think it is safe

'~
to conclude that, onC'e again, the izibon.go is not widely used at
the workplace.

As ment i.oned above, Sitas estirr,a.testhat 75 percent of
Durban workers have ongoing links with the countryside. The CWLP
leisure time survey found that 32 percent of respondents wer~
migrants and that a high proportion of those involved in cultural
activities are migrants. These statistics suggest that Qabula's
experience as a migrant is by no means an isolated one.131 The
widespread use ,of the izibongo that Gunner cites is therefore
likely to C'ontinually be fed rack into the urban areas,

•
131. A number of my interviewees who were residents of the urban

a~eas at the time of my research nevertheless mentioned
spending time in the countryside as youth .

•
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especially given the abovementioned finding that most migrant
workers in fact live in rooms in township houses and not in
hostels. These indicators suggest that while people in the urban
areas in and around Durban have been eo/t'Posedto ;lrheLaLbonqo , it
is probably not as Lncenae as their rural counterparts discussed
in Gunner's research.

It seems clear that, for the purposes of this study, one can
assume that most Zulu speaking people in Durban are, at the vary
least, well versed in the basic convent i.ons of the izibango.
Younger people ''[hohave grown up in the urban areas may well la("'1~
the detailed knowledge of the i~ibongo possessed by the older
generntion and those who still live in the rural areas. We canr::also as'",~e that a significant number have a high level of
exp0sure to and therefore a very good grasp of the izibongo. The
extent of such exposure is, however, uneven and is dependent on
very specific factors such as a particular family's adoption of
Christii:.i.l1ityor a particular teacher's approach to teaching the
izibongo. It is therefore diffi~ult to identify certain
geographical areas as sites of particularly intense reproduction.

Thus one can begin to see some the complexities involved in the
formation of an :i!'u:erpretive .iommund t Lea . Ideological and
cultural similarities may be manifested in {and trunsmitted

o through} organisational forms such as a church congregation, B

community organisation or trade union. And the differences reay
cut through the 'vertical' lines of family and clan. Within u
single household one often finds parents eschewing political
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il1volvement while the children are involved in a militant youth
group or a trade union, The children may aoqud.re a familiarity
with the conventions of 'che cultural practices of the parents
(such as t.he Izibongo or choral singing) and either :C'ejectthem
or employ them in their 'new' organisational home. SCt for
example, the Chesterville Youth Choir and the Hammersdale Gospel
Choir Rtarted vff singing church hymn~ and gradually transformed
themselves into militant youth choirs singing ,ANC political
songs.

As I argued (following Fish) in Chapter Three people can
shift and change from one interpretive community to another -
taking some of the "baggage fl:'omthe 0).. a into th~ new and in the
pro'~ess , inking the old and expanding the new. What..has
happened at the nlicro level is that individuals have made choices
- as agents of change or. conservation - and influenced others. So
we will see in the next chapter, when Qabula and his comrades
made thE' intervention that drew the Izihongo into praising the
trade unions, he influenced others to follow suite.

In the next chapter I tr(,,)cein more detail the specific
details of the emergenca of worker izibongo. The discussion will
be bas~d on the assumption that a sign~ficant number or African
workers have a basic familiarity with the conventions of the
Izibongo that was available for mobilisation during the

• performancas of the worker imbongi.
\1
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CB:APTEN. FIVE

Aha Emergence Q;f th~ ifo:rker Poetry

As was noted in Chapter One, those critics who have acknowledged
the influence of the Zulu izibongo on worker poetry tend to focus

. c'on the extent to which the worker izibongo ca""','lbeseen as a
continuation and extension of the broader genre of praising. In
the previous chapt~r it was ar~ued that the izibongo has indeed
persisted among the working class through a range of
institutions. What requires further explanation, however, is why
worker poet.ry emerged when and where it did. This chapter aims to
explore in more detail the precise factors that facilj.tated the
emergence of worker poetry within the labour movement. In the
following chapter the links between worker poetry and the
izibongo are explored in more detail.

'l'hereare four factors that need to be taken into account
in discussing the emergence of worker poet~y. These are: the
official introduction of worker culture via the medium of the
worker play i the introduction of the izibongo by worker
dramatists; the existence of app~opriate interpretive conventions
in the audience; and the official authorisation of the worker
izibongo by the unions and later by the broader "national
democratic movement.". While the first two and the last factor

• were important and perhaps even deCisive, the third factor was
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the introduction of worker izibongo. It was this association that

arguably most significant because it created the conditions for
the poetry to have Ii ,significant impact. The existence of these
conditions has been established in the prs,.riol'tschapt.ez'.

The discussion that follows also investigates how the worker
izibongo cam~ to occupy a broader space than that provided by the
labour movement, discussing the reasons for and consequences of
the gradual move from worker poetry to popular poetry.

In the final sectionEj,of this chapte.c I take a closer look
at Q"lbula, loyall accounts the first poet to use t.heworkel.-

I)~zib,ongo and, by way of contrast, at Ngubo, a more recent worker
poet living in Pinetown who wa~ inspired to perform by Qabula.

The Durban W~~kers Cultural Local (DWCL) played a central ~ole in

produced the poets and the poetry printed in ~lacls: Mamba Rising.
The text it.self contains some information on the processes that
lea to its publication but a more useful source is Astrid von
Kotzets account of the Natal workers theatre movement.132
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The first wOl::kerplay to be made in Durban was "The Dunlop
Play". Inspired by similar plays produced in Johannesburg, Metal
and Allied Workers Union (Mawu) organiaer Geoff Schreiner

•
encouraged Ari Sitae and Astrid von Kotze to meet with a group of
shop stewards from the Mawu branch at the Dunlop factory in
Durban. Qabula was one of these shop stewards. First performed in

---------------------------------- ..------------------------------
132. A. von Kotzel Qrganise anq Agt (Durban: CWLP, 1988) .

•
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July 1983, "The Dunlop Play" led directly to the forma.t:ionof the
Durban Workers' Cultural Local (DWCL).

f .... ~l

Workers and intellectuals involved in the play stal.'tedthe
. I

association in order to maintain its momentum. The DWCL did riot
focus narrowly on worker theatre but also attempte~ to win
acceptance of cultural activities in the labour movement,
campaigning for rehearsal spaces, performance venues, audiemces
and for recdgnition of the impor~.Rc-:ceof culture by union

l.._.---- __

officials.133 One of the DWCL's stated aims was to create space
for cultu:rll activities in general.

In a position paper the DWCL prepared for the FosaGu
Education Workshop in 1985 they said:

We have come here in all shades from all shadows of life to
say YES - we are ready to fight for bett.er living
conditions, for better wages and to end injust.ice and
exploitation. But we have also gathered here to begin giving
shape to a world we would like to live in: a world without
exploitation, without discr~mination and fear. In this
struggle cultural work has ci\ crucial role to play (Sitas
~lck Mgmba Rising 58) . \

Although this has been rhe guiding\prinCiple behind th~ir work,
it must also be remembered that this statement was prepared for a
specific audience. It was designed to convillcr union officials
and shop stewards to encourage and facilitate cultural
activities. It was an important first step in cheir quest t.e

access their target audience.

--------------------------------------------------------------~-.- I "

,

133. For a mor.e detailed discussion of the DWCL see Von Kotze \
~nise and Act and Kelwyn Sole's critical review of the
same: Rev. of Qrgan;i.&!eand Act, Staffr;i.Q.~:r8.3&4 (1989):
204-210.
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The DWCL explicitly attempted to utilise a variety of
cultural resour~es in building and popularising the labour
movement. Von Kotze1s account makes it clear that the worker
theatre movement facilitated the emergence of the worker
izibongo. She says r.hat;in January 1984 I the worker actors
decided something was missing from their dramatic performances.
Qabula explained to me that he came up with the idea of using the
izibongo form to praise Fosatu while they rehearsed and performed
their plays, Qabula asked for and was given a "mandate" by the
other actors to perform a praise poem. He was very nervous, he
told me, because he did not know how the audience would respond.
Fortunately, he said, the audienc~ (at ~he 1984 Sweet Food and

I was nervous but the nervous tension was soon removed by
the warm, encouraging response from the audience that
~~~~~;:~e~~l~fcitement. Another form of expression had been

Allied Workers Union annual general meeting) "loved it":

Qabula says the workers present responded well because they had
never heard "their tradition" being used to praise the union
before, that they had thought it was only for praising chiefs.135

He was clear that this was not his aim.
I made a resolution that I was not going to praise the
state, rulers, chiefs and kings. My themes were going to be

~I ..

• 134. A. Qabula, "A Life Cruel Beyond Belief, II }1l;:iter'sNotepook;
Cosaw Natal Journal 1.2 (1990): 2. This interview was
~onducted by myself and Zithul~le Mahaye, translated and
edited by Mahaye.

I.
i
U

135. Ari Sitae confirmed this in my 1990 interview with him: "The
re8~onse was 0verwhelming and for the rest of the year he
was·invited b';) perform at events throughout Natalll•
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worker militancy, the most noble role of people who are i~~h.ea
actual producers of the means of life, and other progressi:ve
movements. However I adopted the style of presentation that
is used by traditional bards who praise kings and rulers.

As will be illustrated in the next chapter, one of the key
functions of the izibongo is to establish the identity of the
person being praised. This entails celebri\ltingtheir personal
qualities and recording their r.emarkable deeds. It was easy for
~hbula to personify the labour movement (and its constituelf\t
Ii
"'c.>

P~yts) and, drawing on the techniques of the izibongo, praise its
((

~"history and its advantages for workers. This is exactly what
Qabula set out to do in 11Praise Poem to Fosatu'l Cl2,J,Qcj{Mamba

1\
R~§Jing)

By all accounts Qabula/s intervention led to a wave or
worker poeery. Mo~t cmrker poets I spoke to cited Qabula as'their
inspiration.136 Audience members I interviewed fre~uently
reme~~ered his performances as the first progressive izibongo
they had heard. Von Kotze tells how Mi HIatswayo, later to become
national culture co-ordinator for Cosatu, began to perform after
hearing Qabula perform (Qrganise sUd Act 52).

The use of the izibongo to praise Fosatu was therefore a
calculated intervention. The workers involved in the play had
discussed the role of culture in "furthering the workers'
struggle" beyond the use of plays. However the intervention

136. ::Thisincluded Gladman Ngubo, Madlinyoka Ntanzi, Dumisani
Zungu and Mi Hlatswayo. \~

)
II
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.,:;,,)clearly resonated among workers famiiiar with 'the izibOngo/~'

conventions.
tmce the workers had been organised into cultural acthrity

(via the play) it seems i:q.;:1!vitablethat the Laf.bonqo ,,'[ould
I'

i '
feature sooner or later .'rri>ladthis not been the case it is
unlikely that, Qabula 'would ~ave proceeded be)('nd the first
performance. Prior to Qabula's, intervention, Ari Sitae pointed

j ,~~--. -.<J 1 ',I

out tQ me I t;he';'~.)ad been what he termed I!spontaneous prais{i,ng"
at var~.~Js small unLon meetings. K.el'Wl'lt,Sole haa noted th~ use of
the izibongo in(/praising the leadership of the labour movement as

':)
far back as 1930 ("New Words Rising" 198). Sitae suggested to me
that these informal praises wtJre in fact the Iltrue inherito:rs" of
the oral tradition (personal interview). They ,did not succeed at

>ilarger meetings and rallies I he argued, because they, tel1de,~)to
rely on livery specific metaphors" and an in~imate relat;i.pnship

:;_" -

with the audience. Neither of these worked in gatherings with a
diverse audience and in which the performer was clistanced from
the audience by the stage and· the booming sound" system .

..
IThe success of Qab'lla~)_intervention was exemplified by his

being elected to represent Durban workers at the Fosatu National
Education ~'lorkshopin 1984. A gathering of workers, asked to
select a play, oven,helming.LY voted for Qabula. Those who argued

(!

that Qabula's poetry did not con~titute a play were defeated.137
.'

lID

137. This also confirms my observation that the 'poetry is
app:reciated as a performance by worker audiences.

·,.1
,j)
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It was this chain of events that led to the ':>fficial
authorisation of the form.

There is, of course, a stark contrast between wor.ker plays
started at the initi.ative 0:1: a leadership figure - and worker
poetry in the style of the izibongo - which was'in iated by the
actors themselves. Official authorisation was nevertheless a
decisive factor in influencing the precise way in which the
worker izibcngo emerged. Similarly, audf ence approval, and
official sanction were, in the longer run, mutually dependent.
Had the union officials not decided to encourage the use of
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culture in general, and the izibongo in p :.:ticular,it is
unlikely that the emergent form would have achieved the currency
that it did. The officials controlled the meetings via ~ihich the
poetry had to reach its mass audience, and performing at events
dedicated to cultural events would have provided a far nlore
limited audience. Official authorisa~ion meant that poets often

.'

occupied the same space at ~i~.lriesaltlthe leadership. The
c,

r··.·~...•.Ii

... .,

cultural programme at a ma~s rally was frequeutly longer than the
speech-making. Worker plays, on the other hand, were eventually
abandoned at mass rallies when it became apparent that the
distance bett,>.eenaudience and performers was too great for facial
expr~~sion8 and gestures to be 8een.138

The audience may also have been less edthusiaetic about the
poetry had the of.Licials spoken out against it. This was not

f

1.1.°-., i·'.Y

138. For further commentary on the pr;)blems of plays at mass
gatherings see Sitae, "Vo i.ce and Gesture".



, 1....··I

!~'etry was I after all, to praise the union. ~rhaps more

inconceivable as the poets did not limit themselves to praising
an« could have been perceived as a threat in a climate of
heightened, often vociferout:J,internal debate in the federation.

On balancef:,j.hough, it made sense for union officials to
recognise and nurture the emergent form. The main function of the

importantly it praised the union in a form with which workers
were familiar. To be praised in an izibon00 was far more
significant that simply to be praised in speach.139 It
accompanied other forms of tr"ditional culture, such as the giya
andtoyi-toyi dances which also carried which them a cl!ll?'bratory
and mobilising function. Equally importantly, in praising t.he
union the poets often praised the merrbers of the union - who were
often stressed by the poets as being the backbone of the union.
Poetry had the added advantage of being a flexible and effective
aUdience-inspirer. Poetry was used to fill in the gaps between
speeches, wake up the audience and build a sense of community
among those present. It allowed for more active audience
participation at the larger meetings than speaking and the
audience was able to c l.adrn tee performance, and by extension the
event, as their own. The poets could be called up at the
organisers' whim and as sometime happened, they could also be
dropped from the agenda to save time.140

• -------~----~----------------------------------------------------
139. Gunner makes a similar point in "Orality and Literacy" 49.
140. See Sitas, "Voice and Gesture" for a detailed d1scuesion of

these issues.
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Of;e'i.cialauthorisation also led to the publication of the
'"

poetry. Qabula' s "Praise Poem to Foeatll" (II Izibongo ZikaFosatu t!)

was first published in fos:atu Worls:erNewsr at the time it ga.ve a
boost to the status of the poet "and the poetry. Since then worker
izibongo have been published and distributed in.print, on audio
cassette and video cassette.141

i
I

the Gale street Fosatu offices and later at the Clairwood Trade
As Von Kotze mentions, the DWCL was given space to rehearse at

Union and Cultural Centre. In 1985 Cosatu was launched in Durban
at the Kings Park Stadium and the DWCL participated actively in
the programme. From its inception, then, Cosatu recognised the
importance of cultural activity.

By mid-1986, IIcultural locals" had been formed by interested
workers in Ladysmith, Hammarsdale, Howick, Port Shepstone,
Pinetown and Newcastle. This W'asdone in line with formal Cosatu
policy and represented the rapid growth of cultural activity in
the federation At the local level there were, at the time of my
research, a number l)f active culture locals, though not as many
as the Culture Unit's ear.lier statements predi~ted or hoped for.
It is significant that the poets wer~ invariably key figures in
these initiatives. Cosatu established the Cosatu National

•
Cultural Unit and employed Mi hlatE"flayo,a worker poet and
veteran of the Dunlop Play, to work full-time building local and

-----------------------------------------------------------------
141. See Appendix B: Ind~x of Poems for a comprehensive liot of

these "publications".
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national cultural structures. A number of national gatherings
were devoted to culture and cultural activities had a firm place
on the agenda of other national gatherings.

At the time of writing Cosatu was debating ways of
streamlining their culture structures, many- of which had either
failed to initiate activity, collapsed or become boggeo down in
bureaucracy. The number of worker poets had undoubtedly increased
but it was unclear whe.tJct!rthis was &3 a result of the local

/;

structure strategy or more simply a snowball effect caused by the
exposure of the!'!poetry at various meetings and rallies.

Worker poetry has achieved a significant level of
recognition bot.r.in South African puhl.Lcat.Lons and on numerous
stages around the country. Tlie interpret:i,vecommunity discussed

I

in the previous chapter emar:;-:din tandem with i..~eset' of
organisational structures which gave rise to worker poetrYI
authorised it and f;:.cilitated its growth and recognition.
Officials saw the poec ry ' s potential as a means ~ff consoli.dating

\

and expanding the Lnt.erpxet.I.ve ccmmun Lty . Individual poets played
a critical role in this process, net only in introducing 'ihe new
form but also in creating structures specifically designed to
ensure its recognition and expansion.

The ability of worker po~ts to rapidly reach beyond the

•

trade und.on audience was a further significant step i.nthe
development of the worker izibongo. Their popularity with
audiences soon led to their being incorporat~d on the agendas of
political rallies. The highlight of this process was the
predominance of worker poets at the Mandela Welcome Rally



rallies and often ended up as the dominant cultural item on the

discussed in Chapter Two. At a local level similar processes
occurred as worker poets began performing at local community

agenda. One may therefore ask why worker izibongo emerged in the
labour movement and not in community organisations and what
implications this had fo:.:the emerging form?

One possible view is that it was an accident of history. The
conventions were, after all, wid~ly available throughout the
urban African community. Elsewhere in the country, analogous
forms of praise poetry were evident at rallies to celebrate the
release of political prisoners.

Perhaps the answer is ,that the factors mentioned above were
not all as readily available outside of the union movement in the
DurLan area. I have already argued that izibongo did not emerge
earlier in the labour movement because t.hefour factors dld exist
prior to late 1983. These fac':.orstook longer to azLae in the
community organisations for a number of reasons. Perhaps most
significantly, community-based p\?litica:LorganiRations were

"

notoriously weak and continuousl\r under siege in most African
areas of Durban ..only gaininQ";impetus illthe late 1980s.142 By
this time worker izibongo had already baen firmly established in
the unions. A further reason could be that after 1985 the State
of Emergency made it difficult to organise meetings other than
small union neetings. Repression therefore prevented the

-----------------------------------------------------------.-----
142. See the previous chapter and Seeking's article on the tJDF

for discussion of the reasons for t ~s.
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spontaneous growth of various cultural activities that relied on
such gatherings for an audience.

Trade unions are a particular kind of institution, centered
as they are on the factory floor ~ to which worker.s return five
or six days a week. This provides a level of consistency that is
necessary for the successful production of plays and choirs.
Although there were choirs and stage plays in the communities
these were largely limited to the churches and the schools, also
inst:i.tutionsthat provide a basis for ~'Cegularmeetings and
practice,s. Youth groups did pxoduce poetry but tended to focus on
more contemporary styles, imitating the poetry of Mzwakhe Mbuli
and the Black Consciousness poets of the 1970s. These poems were
also less worker-oriented, in the sense that they tended to deal
with broader liberation politics.

Ari Sitas also suggested to me that the leadership of
community organisations generally had more formal schooling and
were therefore alienat.bd from traditional oral forms (personal
interview). It may be no coincidence t.hat; Qabula I who played such

fl
.1

a central role in initiating worker poetry, was a migrant.
There were three main factors which led to the rapid

expansion of the worker izibongo beyond the labour movement. The
first was that worker poets were also resident in the communities
and were increasingly drawn into community politics. As discussed
in the previous chapter, Cosatu's predecessor (Fosatu) had a
policy of attempting to recruit both Inkatha and UDF members into
their r'anka. At its most extreme, in some of the unions, this
meant that union membex-s were discouraged from being involved in



for p~rformance opportunities and their success in that realm

community politics. With the formation of Coaatu this policy
changed and the federation was drawn into an explicit alliance
with the UDF (and later with the ANC an4 t.he South African
Communist Party (SACP)). Cosatu policy was that unions should

'\encourage their workers to participate in and strengthen
\-\?ommunity formations and Cosatu Locals were briefed to facilitate

\i

this process. Community structures ,:,:idnot always take off and at
local level the alliance often consisted only of the Cosatu Local
and youth organisations, with women's and students organisations
where these existed.

Secondly, the worker poets were always in search of
audienc~3. The trade unions probably did not satisfy their desire

rapidly led to welcome invitations to perform on other platforms.
Often the worker poets became leading organisers in their
townships, which of course facilitated such invitations.

Thirdly, I have mentioned that community organisations began
to emerge more forcefully in the late-1980s.

The occasions at which worker poetry was performed have
already been discussed. It was often difficult to differentiate
between 'worker' gathering:s and 'popular democratic' gatherings
for a number of reasons. As discussed in the previous chapter,
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the Durban townships are predominantly working class. A gathering
organised by a trade union was only guaranteed to be exclusively
attended by workers if it was a closed meeting, either at a
factory or as a unio1J,meeting. There were also many other

I •
gatherings organised by the unions which were attended by non-



workers (although i.nmost cases, as argued before, they were
members of the werking class). For this reason, to debate the
precise class composition of these gatherings appears to me to be
an unnecessary exercise.

Of greater significance in relation to the audience is the
question of who convened the gathering a.ndhow they structured
the agenda. A union-organised meeting was more likely to
explicitly raise questions of cLaae and worker issues J that is I

the dominant discourse was likely to be worker-centered The
speeches and the ~ultural elements (sloga~s, songs, poetry) were
more likely to refer to such concerns. This did not mean that the
cultural activity would nec~ssaxily conform to this discourse.
Neither did it mean that the audience 'liouidforget about their
broader (popular democratic or :nationalist) concerns. In my
experience of these meetings there was an increasing tendency to
slide from one discourse to the other, as trade union speakers
were increasingly required to address overtly political
questions.

The fact that worker poetry emerged in the labour movement
in Durban initially meant that the message was largely, though
not exclusively, centered around issues of immediate concern to
workers. The Durban Wo:>:kersCultu.ral Llocal had an explicit
emphasis on worker culture and this is reflected in the poetry of
;Slack MrambQ Ri.fiin.g. At the same time questions of national
oppression and class exploitation are integrally linked in a
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Qabula has outlined how he became involved in the union and

worker's life .143 The "working class content" cont.a:Lnedf.n the
poems was often a question of emphasis and the worker poets
represented in Black Mamba Rising have shown an ability to move
from 'liberation politics' to 'worker political with great ease,
frequently asserting the primacy of workers' :l.nterestswithin the
liberation struggle.144

Given ~he abovementioned significance of interventions made by
particular poets, it is instructive to take a closer look at some
examples. Qabula's place in the process has been clearly
established and, for this r.eason alone, he merits further

! ,

discussion. The se~ond poet I discuss, Ngubo, is &ignificant in
that he represents the 'second generation' of poets who followed
Qabula's example and in that he took the poetry to a new audd.ence

in Pinetown. His style also\\di:6:(ers from Qabula' s , repres~nting a
\,
~different combination of aval.llableconventions. He also

represents more clearly the shift towards popular poetry that
characterises the current worker poets.

aspects of his development as a poet are noted in his

• 143. For a clear example of this see A.T. Qabula's autobiography
A Working Life.

autobiography (A WOk~~ng Life). He has also been the subject of

144. ·this is particularly marked in Qabula's poem "Amadelakufa'
(UDeath Defiers") published in W.-iters Note..l:2QQk.See Sole
"New Words Rising" for a detailed discussion. of these
questions.
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numerous interviews, articles and reviewsl some of which have
already been discussed. A number of points pertinent to this
st dy deserve to be highlighted.

The first relat~s to his origins. In his autobiography, he
describes his journey from his home in Flagstaffl Transkei, via
the Carltonville hostels in Johannesb1.trgto Durban, where he has
lived and worked as a migrant worker. His first language is Xhosa
and his main exposure wa;: to the Xhosa izibongo. He claims that
this is sufficiently similar to the Zulu izibongo for the

Aaudience to recognise and appreciate his poetic conventions. HtU
has hinted at the fact that even his exposure to Xhosa izibongo
was limited.

Besides my rejection of praise poetry that glorifies kings,
the other factor that would not allow me to learn the
traditional praise poetry was that we as the youth ~ould not
learn from our elders because of a generation gapi that
could be seen in the lack of direct communication between
the youth and the adults (Qabula "A Life Cruel" 3).

Qabula does not however ignore the significance of his exposure
to other Xhosa poetic forms part of the izibongo "family", such
as the less formal praises and praise names given to people and
animals.

Back in my villa~je people do not have to be highly I:lr:illed
to be poets. During the seasons of ploughing you may .h.1~ara
person singing poetry to a span of oxen. The oxen are being
praised and encouraged for their good work. In t:-i.sway the
poet is expressing happiness about the good results o~ the
span at work. Not everyone, however, is a good poet who
could sing for the good work of the span.

He ref~rs t~ his experience of 'praising' in the mine hostels.
Oral poetry was sung in the queues about observations, it
might be about the way the kitchen workers behaved or it
might be about women whom they left behind.
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Durban.

He also speaks of-;~\Al9rkerstaldng home cultural forms picked up on
the mines.

His exposure to various cultural forms was therefore
relatively broad.\It is not surprising, therefore, that Qabula's
repertoire goes well beyond the re-interpretation of the
izi.bongo. Not a.llof Qabula's poems ar.e.rooted in the izi.bougo
style. Hi~ "Migrant's Lament!! is listfacI(..h l?l?/.ckMAW?/. R:i,sing as

I'

a song I~nd reflects Qabula's strong interest in music. He has
played an active role in training some of the choirs. in the

'\Durban area and has been experimenting, in recent yeJrs, with
combinations of music and poetry. He has also been active, as
mentioned above, in assisting various dr'amati.c groups around

Qabula's ori~ins in the Transkei and !lis e:xperience of
various forms of (cultural activity suggest t.hat;he should not be
regarded unproblematically as organic to, or representative of,
hi~ audience. It does appear, though, that he has successfully
na,:rowed the potent.Lal distance between himself and his audience.
In fact, this eA~erience has given him the ability to explore
forms which are new and exciting to some of those, in his

The second area of Qabula's development that merit.s
audience.

ddacuae Lon is the gradual shift in ni,;poetry from the oral to
the literate, especially insofar as it haR affected his
relations~ip with his audience. In viewing videos of his
performances (texts are obvd ousjr« of limited value in this

;~_J

regard), one can see a significant change taking place. In a
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number of recent performances Qabula performed w1th the written
poen, in hand. His own statements on this issue are worth
presenting,in full.

My poetry is also different: from that, say, of Madlinyoka
Ntanzi and Dumisani Zungu, who have taken on my style of
presentation .and composition - which is part of militant
culture. HO'I.l1everthey are more oral, they do not rely on
writing as much as I do these days. I advised Madlinyoka to
note down his poetry to achieve some consistency. It is
important not to confuse your themes and ideas.

r know that [oral composition] is' the traditional
pract.ice but today it is difficult to stick to the same
wording like the old bardb '.lsedto without reducing your
composition to writing. The current moods may always affect
your terminology, so to avoid different words in the poem
you need to write your poett~.

Gunner also quotes Qabula arguing that writing the poems down and
publishing them in print is an important means of ensuring the
continuation of the izibongo ("Orality and Literacy" 51). She

It ,-;'

warna that an over emphasis on print may be damaging (55).
I influence.Thctle statements suggest that Qabula set:..sthe of

writing as eaaent.La l Ly a positiye one. Tracing his poetry over
/)the years one must agree that it has developed and one can (/

specu:.<?tethat cert.ad.nchanges have been facilitated by his
~ncreasing use of writing. In some of his more recent poetry, for
example, he has started using lengthy extended metaphors, which
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lend these poem$ a degree of internal coherence not seen in his

•
earlier works. But the impact of writing on his performance has
not always been positive. The most extreme example of this is the
fact that his increasing reliance on the text has on occasions
come close to destl:oying his relationship with the audience.,His

I
\ I·
.... J

"'.. ;,

rhythm and presentation are particularly affected in these
instances, being less energetic and fluent than used to be the



(j

JI

caae ; Consequently the audience response has been far less

enthusiastic than one has come to expect.

Qabula may set much store on literacy but he nevertheless

experiences difficulty in reading and ··~~ting. His writing1 which
i)

I have observed on many occaSl.ons, is slow and paisstaking. While

he is able to read various k.inds of texts!' his reading is slow.

This may partly explain the' problems which arise .tor him tI!hen

performing by readitlg from the text (aa opposed to racitir.g from

memory).

\
':, .~:
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It is not my intention here to conduct a 'fol0llula analysis/

of Qabula' A poetry in order to ascertain .t.he e(~.t.eI1,t.of his

'orality'. This kind of ana.LysLa may yield inter~..., '" 4g results

but it is not necessary f,or the current discussion .. pecause w~·
,-..i, ". '\

are dealing with contemporary poetry it is poas i.oLe, to obsezve it

at first hand. WhetYierhe can still compose orally and perfOrltl

spuntaneously is not the key point, in my opinion. It is, in

fact I unlikely that he ever composed in pez Eozmance. He does 'not

always perform exactly the same version of at poero, :}ul: this ir:;
','(_. ::'

\.i .,

often due to pressure from the organisers j::o cut hi~ performance

shoz-t . Whenhe forgets. his words he Lmp.rovd cea but such (_i

performances are marked by occasional stuttering. These ~fil.J) !)

Qabulat in my experience, is rarely a fluent performer.

Qabula haa been profoundly affected by the war. :'his h::l.s

compouoded his negative experience of migrancy, which in it~~lf

extracts a severe toll. S't)cn after he !:,)cganperforming poetry I a



friend of his was killed.14:5 Qabula soon ~earned that he too was
on a death-list and he was forced tb go into hiding. Subsequent
to these events he left Dunlop and was employed by the CWL? This
has di;atanced him, to some el(tcnt, from the life 0:6-;('\ worker and
from the ""-:rkersthemselves but he.has never become totally
al~enated from that experience. He still travels from pl&ce to
place while in Durban, a.nd spends on average one weekend a month
in Flagataff.146

I have mentioned these factors in order to illustrate the
different l.nfluences on Qabula I s poetry. His current leani:t;l.g
towards lit.eracy :T~ perfectly explicable in terms of his
involvemer..tin a world wher.::the printed word is often pervasive
and one IS abdL;ty to aurvtv« often depends on literacy. This
stress, combined with that of being hunted, having friends
killed, not being able to lLve at home with his familYr has
probably reEulted in his less energetic oral performances. It has
also led t..:> a more personal style of poetry, often more anguished
and Lc aa €'xciting for the aud i.erice. In other words, what at times
seems to be an increa9ing loss of rapport with the audience is
not just c:ue to an increas.1.ngcor..dtrnent;to the writtf'!ntext but
also a result of thee;e othE'r factors. Neither can it be simply

(
to
t

I
1

U

ascribed to the increasing i3ize of the audiences, the powerful

--------------------------------------------------ry--------------
145. This i.ncident and the poem it insp:i,:cedare contained in

Qabula's autobiography.
i.46. Qabula also recently sfent three months at Iowa University,

participating in their international writers' programme.
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sound systems and the maasLve stages that lift the p1::lrformer up

and away from the aud i.ence. He does t as do other poets t

occasionally manage to over-come these obstacles.
/1
(~ Qat,·ula is therefore not the same poet as he "ws.a five or six

years ago. He has also, it. seemsi begun to move away from the

iz:i.bongo and has been expez LmerrtLnq with ouhe.r artis':ic forms,

such as music.

It is also useful to focus on some of Qabula/s statements

about the art of performing poet.ry and his undez-at.andd nq of his

audience .147 In a ddacuae ion on theae Lasues , he identified three

key elements in a performance that affect its r-eoept.Lcn. Fifstly I

he says that the il1essage ahouLd not be put ''3traight I but should

be 'hidden'. By this he is J:eierril:lg to those poetic devices such ,i)

.],S symbol I metaphor and so on, which are chaxaccez Lnt.Lc of poetic

language. He points out that the failure to 'do this, to 'hide'

the message I can bore the audience. A 'hidden I mesaage , on the

pther hand, gives the audiencesomet.hing to do and the audience
\_

must themselves make aense of the poetic statement. An added

advantage of such technd.quea , he points out I is that the poet, is

able to say things that could not otherwise be sa.id. However, he

says I if one 'hides' the meaaaqe t.oo much the audience will not

understand what you are saying. One must therefore "hide it but

keep it simple" at the same time. In other words the poet must

147. Most of the following statements are takem from my lengthy,
mostly informal, uiscussions with Qabula and one focused
interview in 1990.
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use figurative language to challenge the audience without
\/

becom:Lng obscure and esoteric.
He also maintains that 'movement' and 'energy' are necess~ry

for a performance co be appreciated. He claims that even if the
messa~~e of a poem is not understood, movement and energy are
suffi(::::i.entto guarantee a positive reception. He cites theu
example of people who can't speak English but who enjoy Mbuli'g
poetry because of his formidable stage presence, captivating
voice and body movements. A related factor that he mentioned on
another occasion is dress, which is important because it

identifies the poet for the audlence.
The poet, Qabula asserts, must use words to 'build up' the

audience. He refers to the development that takes place in a
poem including the accumulation of meaning and symbolism, as
well as increasing excitement of the senses by t~e ~equence of
at at ement.a and images. The poet must "take the audience with hirr,
not leave them behind" and must "take you from the chair wheze

you are sitting and put you somewhere elae" .
These cbz-ee points are unlikely to represent the entirety of

Qabu:.aI a knowl.edqe or opinions on the subj ect. It is
char-a.ct.erLet i.cof many oral poets that they find it difficult, or
are :t:eluctant,t(' spell out the poetics of their work. &1. ability
to ana l.yae and verbalise art does not always translate into an
ability to produce it, and vice vezsa .

Ngubo
,/::>'

:I.EI one of the more »poPular emerging poets in the Durban
H,;! lives in Clermont, outside Pinetown, and has a strongarea.
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following in this area. He started off hiF.lcurrent Lnvo Lvement; in
performance poetry through the Pinetown Cosatu Culture Local (in
1987) but has rapidly become kncwn beyond the union movement,
th~ough his involvement in community politics and his
performances at local events.

The following discussion is based on my obseryation of
Ngubo's performances and his development over the period of
study. It also draws on a long discussion I recorded with Ngubo
about his poetry and the responses of Durban audiences to other
worker poets (personal interview).

Ngubo falls into a ve ry cdfferent category to Qa.bula. He
hails from Cato Manor in Durban, his home 1.anguc.qeis Zulu and he
has spent most of his lif~ in the urr a., and cem. -urban aseae . His
early experiences of performance and poet.r'y·,'-'el.e in aohoo l and
Sunday school. In the latter he acted :i.n"ak,.,.t:~h~sfrom uhe

Bible" and recited psalms. Of those days , he says:
I was interested in dramas as well. In such a way that I
thought that maybe one day I'd be playing in the
bio8copes ... such as James Bond and all those guys (personal
interview) .
At school he was taught both Western and Zulu poetry in

written form. He recalls poems such as lITheDaffodil" (si::)by
William Wordsworth and lithepraises of the o~d kings, such as
Shakal etcetera".

At school we were writing essays. I also wrote poetries but.
t didn't know that they were poetries by the way I wa:;!
writing them - the essays - because I was p,ltti'1gaome
idiomatic expressions - just to call things J..,:' the other
names ....

They didn~t teach us, only to give us the poetries from
the western countries just to read them and ·;:0 keep them in
memory s'"that we can recite them ....

I also believed I'll write them but I thought that
maybe writing poetries or short stories is just for
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intellectuals because most of them were written by
professors.

He says that at the time he preferred the Zulu izibongo, even
though he never heard them being performed by an irobongi. The
pupils used to perform izibongo in class and at school rallies.
The first time he heard a worker imbongi was when Qabula arrived
in Pinetown to talk to the workers about the importance of
culture.

Like many in his audience, Ngubo has an awareness of the
basic conventioBs of the izibongo but was not, in his youth,
exposed to frequent performances by skilled practitioners of the
art. He is typical of the younger' generation of Durban poets.
Born and schooled in the urban areas, they have nevertheless been

He has also been exposed to Western poetry ai.d the rhythms and
techniques of contemporary musical forms. He argues for the
importance of retaining "Zulu culture" through transforming it:
meet the demands of ccmtempora:r.ysociety.

1/
1/

Far more so than Qabula, Ngubo's process of becoming a PQe~
has been a process of un.leaz'ni.nqmuch of what was taught to him]

Ii
at school. His recent involvement in worker culture began when II

II
:1

Ii
II

!~
;1

Qabula arrived to speak to the Pinetown Cosatu Local.
He showed uS the videos, how other poets are reciting and
acting. Therefox'e I SAW that it's easy, €)V'enmyself maybe
can start doing something.
Ngubo emphasises the importance of speaking about everyda-y.

I events and politic~ in his poetry.
I'm just reciting them to the audience because I'm just
vomitil)19out what's inside my heart and then I don I t know
how the au.dience feel but by the way tl-teaudience listened
at me I clapping hands, encouraged me.

1)69
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This is somethil1g he reopects in other poets as well.

They mad~ me to be too much interested because they were
recitinq about the: incident's wha.ch are daily occurring here
in our lives, And they are encouraging us how we must
achieve our goals because most of them are on the
struggle ....

Most of the western poetry is written about just simple
things, not things that can encourage the people, as you
know they are all struggling at; this point in time. They
cl'?n't make any sense, I can say, /:ts just to recite.

-

AlthoWJh NgOOo'a ~\P(~try does not draw ext.ensd.ve Ly on the

izibongp for inspi~~atit.'jt'., there is no doubt that the imbongi

performance style ha~'influenced his own performance. He is also
'\ ;

awar-e 0,1: \):he debates arouud the izibongo. Talking about the

pc.l.Lt i.cf.aat.Lon of the izibongo he says:

!t doper..qs to/what organisation you belong. I think those of
Inkatha are pt'ai.sing Inkatha. Me because I belong to Cosatu
and all the ~!.:todressi ve organisations that is why I am
reciting, p.I'(ttiesing those organisations. Maybe those who
belong to t'al!e :tnkatha are praising Inkatha to make Inkatha
survive. "

In his view the izibongo has not. always been a political art
1\ I

form, nor Wil1.~\it: always b~ as politic~L.c- as it hag becom~:

You can ev::-tl perform in the funerals by writing a poetry
related to SU.at one who has passed away. . .. You can even
pxad ae the I:,:',attle but at this point in time we haven't got
that time tc:~\focus at the nature that fs why in one of my
poems I say n;$'romchildhood to manhood 1 didn I t take time to
focus at t.he n~ture, the beauty of the world" because at
thi.s point of t:1,tnewe are struggling I now we haven't got
time to look at 1~heaea , to look at the sky but we could do
so if! we have t.Lme, ••••

I would like to do so but I think that I won't do it
because even during the post-apartheid period it will be the
time to strengthen and to encourc:ige the people. Maybe the
next g~neration who will be born after apartheid will have
time to look at the gold mines, everything, the nature, the
grasE', the trees then they will start writing poems.

According to activists in Pinetown he is very well known and

popular as a poet and a musician. H~ is widely respected as a
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leadership figure in local community and labour organi.sations.
For Ngubo, his identities as poet and as activist are
inseparable. While Qabula has been lifted out of the work place
into the CWLP, Ngubo has remained a worker, active in the union
and in community orga.nisations. This is reflected in his
professed inability to 'focus on nature I and his determination to
speak abc-at everyday events and lithestrugglell• The latter, for
Ngubo, goes beyond the factory floor. His poems reflect an
overarching interest in broader liberation pplitics. In spite of
the centrality of the trade unions to his em~rgence as a poet,
they do not occupy a central position in his poetic message.

In addition to his emphasis on politics and struggle, Ngubo
is keenly aware of the demands of his craft. 'I'hefvllowing are
extracts from our conversation about poetic tecrmiques.

When you are reciting a poetry, it must be a big pcetry
which can impress or attract the people so that they must
act.ually listen at what you are saying ....

People must be able to understand the whole story of
what you are speaking about although you are not mentioni.ng
exactly what you are saying. But the images, symbols and
expressions too you must draw thei:t attention to the
audience ....

Even action to) because it is just like when you are
feeling sad even someone who don't understand your langupj,ge
but can see now that you are talking about something which
you doesn't like or you are feeling sad, you are cross ....

To make your poetry powerful when you are reciting your
actions too must be equal. You mustn't just stand as if you
are delivering a speech ....

To deliver a speech is just to address people of what
has happened or what we must done and now with a poetry you
are just emphasising and even your actions too are just
encouraging people and even when you are looki~1.gat them by
t.heway you are Look i.nqat them - it draws attention to the
people ....

You must be fast - maybe there are some ~ho can be slow
but this makes the audi~nce to feel slow too ....

Yes [your volume must be loud], because now by the time
when the others are saying please, please, be ~liet, be
quiet _.by that time you are carrying on r.ow t.hey ' ~lemissed
something ....
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I think your tone lTIustn'tbe too high or too low but it
must be powerful ....

When someone is reciting his voice is changing a bit by
the way his spirit i.srevolting inside rather than by the
way he is talking to the people just standing a~ound ....

You can even criticise by the way your poetry is
written - you can even use the same idiomatic expressions
which are related to your criticism.... If so and so is bad
you call him a snake - I've hidden my criticism but the
people will Ree it - I can call you by a lion now the people
will know that you are someone who is powerful ....

In other words, Ngubo has a set of fairly specific criteria by
which he composes and. judges poetic pez'foxmance . He was

(J

reluctant, however, Co pass judgement on other poets. Asked why
certain critics: say workpr poetry is weak, he says:

I think it's because they have been much westernised and now
when you are doing izibongo it is something you are just
creating with yourself. Now they want that you must be
taught at school, everything which you are doing or reciting
must be from school not from youre:elf. That is what had
already abolished ou.r talents ...,

I think they understand the p:>etries but they don't
want; someone to be more important i:han them ....

I can pr.aise Qabu1a a lot because he taught me that all
I want to convey to the people I must write it as it is ....
Now it will seem as if they are a Little Clever ';hanme
whereas they don't know what was my feeling by the time I
was writing my poem.

Ngubo i.sinsistent that the audience does understand the
di.ff~rence between slogans and poetry:

When you are shouting slogans they are also shouting too by
the time you are reciting [poetry] they are listening at
you ....

They also know the slogans. When you are reciting a
poetry you are reciting something new to them although you
are reciting about the incidents they know.

On t.h-> (~n.rJE!stionof the frequent 'borrowing' of images he says it

•

is important to write new poetry but that flitsvery important to
mix with othe'rs poets - that's why the seminars and work~hopscare
much important because that's where you get everything, how to
write and all those sorts of things!!.
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Ngubo insists that the audience has "definitely not}'
influenced his poetry. In discussing the responses he has
received from the audience, however, he reveals that there have
been pressures on him to write more Zulu poems.

Audience have demanded me that - by the way I have gOt a
Zulu poem but it's only one, the rest of them are in English
- but they like that one very much in such a way that most
of them are asking me to record the cassette and then they
are urging that through thick and thin they will buy those
cassette because they want to listen. Some of them are
saying that they want to listen at my voice, some of them
are saying they want to listen at the message of the poem.

<:A1.fj:.houghNgubo performs in both English and Zulu, memLers of his
L"','}

audience have requested that he perform mOLe f:Cf"!quentlyin Zulu.
Like Mzwakhe, he operates across the oral-literate spectrum. He
wr';l.tesand memorises his poetry but performs it orally to a mixed
audience. He 'hides' the text by performing fluently from memory(
without any visible text t.oprompt him, giving it an air of
spontaneity. His ..audience demands his poet.ry on cassette,
preferring it to printed poetxy.

N~lbo has also written a novel in zulu (as yet unpublished)
and a number of short stories which have been published by the
CWLP. The extent of the audience for his writing is unclear,
although he lives in an urban area where the literacy rate is
probably relatively high.

Com~aring Mbuli's poetry with Qabula's, Ngubo says:
QaLula is using a 'Cradi.tionalstyle I can (lay, like an old
imbongi. Mzwakhe is using a western style although his poets
are not written in the western style but the way he is
reciting them (is more western] but his voice is
powerful ....

Hia poems are a little bit westernised because there
are some which he is reciting them ..• accompanied by his
band and he is using the rhythm that his poetry must suite
his band but Qabula is just reciting, as an imbongi.

•
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Ngubo agrees t;'tatMOuli is more popular with those urban youth
who haven't had as much exposu:re to the izibongo, wflereas the;
older people prefer Qabula's traditional stv,le. He finds it
difficult, however to expand on this and to say which style the
Durban audiences p:refer:

Here in the Durban area it comea to the question of that
people are a little bit different. Most of Qabula's poems
are in Zulu and some of the people like Zulu poems and
Mzwakhe/s poems are in English and most of the people like
to hear: him, a lot of them just like to hear his voice by
the way his voice is powerful. I can't say the difference.

Nevertl :.:less,Ngubo is convinced the izibongo will continue' to be
used as long as the poets make a conscious effort.

I think if we can follow Qabula's direction ther~ are many
Qabulas who can follow Qabula - it can Aurvive because it is
vitally important that we must always ¥ieep our culture or we
mustn't forget it. .,'

\ I

'The above case studies J.,llustratea number of important points
about these poets and their poetry. While the political role of
their works are a central part of their identities as poets, they
are keenly aware of the craft through which this occurs. They
self-consciously utilise a sophisticated set of poetic

",

conventions in order to act as political agents. They have clear
ideas about their audiences and how both style and message arc
important for a successful performance.

The latter is important, for it is only if the poets are
concerned about. their audience that they will allow themselves to
be influenced by tlem. Most poets I spoke to anreed that the
audience "is the final judge" of their poetry. A poet from the
Transvaal, discussing a very 'literary' and rather obscure poem
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that I had written, said that litheaudd.ence would bod us off the
stage if we did poems like that" .148 While this attitude was alae)
prevalent in lJurJdan,in my experience it is unlikely that the
audience would boo. Their rejection would more likely take the
form of silence or a conversation with another member of the
~dien~e. For a poet appearing before thousands of peopl~f both a
~ ~
distracted buzz from the aUdiencJ and a deathly silence are
profound indictments of one's performance.

I have therefore concluded that.the audience's preferences
do have a significant impact un the poets' compositions. Many
poets I spoke to (from & 'dce range of backgrounds) admitted that
they had modified their poetry in order to fit their perception
cf the audience'S expectations. When I asked whether thia was not
tantamount to succumbing to the tyranny of the audience they
agreed that it was, but argued that it was unavoidable if one was
to perfo1~ oral poetry befere a live audience.149

The dialogue between audience and performer has been a powerful
force in ensuring the growing popularity of worker poetry. While
worker }:Ilayswere introduced from above by union officials,
worker poetry 'bubbled up' fr:'nbelow, initiated by cert:~in

'''\workers and whLleheartedly endorsed by their audiences. At the

148. This was stated by a rransvaal poet, Morakabe Seakhoa, but
was agreed to by a number of Natal poets present at the
time.

149. This informal conversation took pl&ce at a gathering of the
CongrestJ of South African Writers ,:.11 1991.
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same time as worker plays have receded in pr,.,'minence,especially
at mass gatherings, worker poetry has continued to proliferate.
Perhaps it is the organic ~_"ootaof the poetry that has led to its
populari.ty. It may also be that the poet.xy is one of t~le few

"avenues which a young worker can use t.omount the platform and
give full vent to his ideas and feelings. A younsr poe;t from t.he
Orange Free st.ace, Gilbe-rt r.....<;l.,l!e,expressed this strongly in a
workshop I calling his poetry a "sickness". He would go mad ~f he
could not perfo:.cm,,he said. Some of the poets I encountered were
indeed obsessiv~ in their quest to perform and'it was not
uncommon for young poet.s to become aggresei ve when re:~u8ed ~J
platfd ...'1l1. Sometimes this insistence reflected Cit d::'sre~.rd for the
audience, stemming from the urgent desire to be heard. This
enthusiasml I 't>.'Ouldargue, is a manifestation of.the poets' need
to affirm their identity t.hz'ouqhspeaking out against the
conUtions of their lives. Ngubo/e comment <that the privile9'in~,
of certain styles and forms had
that, for workar po.:o.tsthe act

"abolished" his talents) euggest~)
1/
IIof pei\:j:Qrmingpoems based in '

l} '\ II

\their "r)wn" styles and experiences is not rnerely a form of
resistance. It is also a momentary but precious victory for b :h

poet and audience.
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CHAPTER SIX

'fhe izibongo, as I have already argued, hae exexc Laed a powerful
influence on both poets and audience in the composition\~nd
r€t!ceptionof }';orkerpoetry. I have also noted that the worker
poets draw on a wide range of performancE: styles and that it
would be misleading to see all worker poetry as being cast in the
mould of the izibongo. In the df.scuasLon that follows I :t\1 disCUf-S
the key features of the izib:;>ngoand examine examples of worker

n i;
po~try in order to establish the precise extent to which the
izibongo's formal and performative conventions are evident.

Outlining the key features of the izibongo is not a task to
be undertaken lightly. Although a number of writers have
attempted to describe\the form, there are problems in the way
they have ccncept.ual.Laed this task. Furtt,3rmore, despite these
attempts it is still not clear exactly what conventions. underpin
its compusition and reception. A compounding problem is that many
izimbongi are hard to pin down on the aesthetics 0;1: their poetry,
as was evident. in my discussicn of Qabula and N:~tubc,',50 Asked to \

--------------------------------------------------------------~--
150. Jeff Opland makes a similar po...nt in Xho~a Qral Poetry;

Aspects Qf a, BIgek South African TraditiQn {Johannesburg:
Ravan, 1983) 81. j

<)
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describe the process through ~l7hichsomeone becomes an imbongi,
researchers (and no doubt many an aspirant imbongi) are
frequently told that it is through practising and performing.
Unlike the poet schooled in written po~try, the oral poet does
not learn by reading S1Pout the poetics of his/her predeceascre.

Perhapa more importantly, the iz~bo~go is not a monolithic
'tradition' but is dynamic I adapting over time and space,
according to its context. Opland warns that any analysis must be
both 'differentiated' and \dynami.cr and must be conducted aL,...ng
both synchronic and diachxonic axes.15I The izibongo has always

- - - - - - - - - - ~. - - - ....• _ ... - - ..... - - - ... - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 'I,j .• .... ... _

151. The foJ.lowinq discussion ~.~centred on the following texts:
Opland Xhoea-Qral ~n;i:,
A.T. cope I I?ibQng;;n Z!J~y~,UI..e..~!lle. (Oxford: Oxford U P,

1968) i .
Gunner, "Ukubol1sa Nezibongoll;
Gun:rierand M. Gv:ala, Mysho! ~!llY P9pul~~.x~ail!'i:s.

While acknowledging the.difference n?ted by these writers
between Xhosa and Zulu ::'zibongo:I will .concentrate on the
similarities. No thorough comparative st'(~dy'-las been
undertaken into the two 'traditions' and, until proven
otherwise, it is aafe to assume that; diffe;r:encssare
relative rather than absolute. For an intei~esting
pez-spect.Lve on this question see Gunner and Gwala (3).

Other articles consulted include:
Cope, ilLiteracy and the Oral Tradition: The ~~ulu :a.vidence,II

QDl I;t;:agitiQnand Lllf=racYi~Dging .fu\1.ons .Q.{ the
WQrl~, eds. R Whitaker a~d E. Sienaert (~urban: Natal
U Or'a L Documentation and Research Centre, 1.986): 151-
161; .

H.I.E. Dhlomo, IIZulu Folk Poet.ry,1INative T~a!:t~~_..IQl.l~
27 (1947-8): 5-7; 46-50; 84-87;

Gunl1er, "Forgott~n Men: Zulu Sards and Prai~in9 at the 'rime
of the Zulu K:lngfll," Afl;:i,;;an Lanquages 2 (1976)' 71-89;

IISongs of Innocence and Experience: Women as ComposeX's and
Performers of I~ibongo, Zulu Praise Poetry,lI Ea~"rch
in..M.riCgn...ill~l·S1turefL10.2 {1(79): 239-267 ;

IINewWine in Old Bot.tles: ImagGry in the Izibongo of the
Zulu Zionist Prophet, I'3aih Sl.embe,II JOlU'nS11Qf the
AnthrQI,lQlorT'ical SQcie.i.:.::L.QfOxf.cm;i 13 (1982): 99-108;

IIA Dying Tr~dit n? Africar. Ora). Literature in a
cont.emporary Cont"'xt," ~QciaJ. DYDam~Ci 12.2 (1985): 31-
3Hj

"Orality and Literacy: Dialogue and Silence," pj.ecQurse and.
~-l2.iJ;.':J\ri,i~&i ,the lnt~rpretat iQn of African Ora.l
~ext§, eds. K. Barber and P.F. de Moraes Farias
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been an integral part of a complex social fabric - while it is an
I?-rtisticform of expression, it also forms a crucial component of
social &~d cultural r±tuals and customs. Among other functions,
it has played a. central role in reproducing the hierarchies and
power relations in society. Thus it would be difficult and

~:Jmisleading to study litera~i conventions alone in order to

(Birmingham: Birmingha.m U African Studies Series 1
(1989): 49-58;

"Mixing the Discourses~; "
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discover the poetics and aesthetics of the genre.

In Opland's XhoSA Qra~ Po=tr¥, he deals with aesthetics and
poetics in an unfortunately scattered fashion. Although he. ha~ a
chapter entitled "Oral Poetics and Oral Noetics" this is ~3titched
together around the theoretical debates on spontaneous
compoad 10ion sparked by Albert B. Lord and Walter J. Ong. In his
words, he concentrates on lithe formula, the theme and the effect
of writing on the oral tradition". This is useful insofar as it
highlights the necessity of certain poetic elements (such as
thematic formulae) in a spontanbously composed work. It does not,
however 1 attempt to ident.ify ..those qualities that: differentiate
izibongo from other oral forms. Neither does he include any
significant comment on the reception (and appreciation) of the
poetry. In addition, spontaneous composition appears to differ
from one imbongi to another; it may well be more a question of
ability than convention. However, Trever Cope's treatment of
formal qualities is more substantial, as is GUJ"lner'simplessive
work

Uhile Cope t':!ndsto dismiss everyday praiseR aq "primitive",
Gunner places them at the centre of her analysis. She
investigates the aoc La L context, the development of peI'formers
and the art of the performers. She includes substa~tial
discussion of stylistic ter.hniques an~ the cOutent of the
praises. An impressive collection o~ praises is attached to her
thesis, which forms the basis of MyshQl, which ahe co-edited with
Gwala. In addition, ~Ql includes a substantial introduction
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which challenges much conventional wisdom about izibongo. Gunner
and Gwala do not spend much time on discuss,ing poetics as they

~::::) c-,

focue their attention prim~rily on what are here discussed as
contextual features.

Opland uses three headings under which to diacllss various
aspects of the izibongo: textual, textural {or performativ(i},
contextual (and functional). As Cope's and Gunner's material on
Zulu izibongo can also be fitted into these three categories I
·..Jill use them as a framework. for my discussion of 'their work..

Contextual

All fou:c writers d:t:Jawthe important distinction between 'chiefly'
izimhongi and izibongo and ordinary people's boasts, praises ~nd
clan praises. The chiefly izibongc represents the most forrnal and
arguably the most highly developed branch of verbal art. Praises
often provide the verbal accompaniment to soci'-t.tac.:tivitiesand,
in the past, were virtually as common as names. The~:r:,functions

I

include: entertainment, establishing the, repu~~tion a~d iJentity
of a person, communicating with the ancestral sha~is in bot.h the
everyday context and in important ~!;1cialrituals, practices and
education. cope argues that the dj.stinction between
'ordinary' and 'chiefly' praises can be seen primarily in the
more complex structure of the izibongo and the development of
praises into stanzas.

Because izibongo are an important means of legitimising
social structures and hierarchies of powert c!langes in social
organ~sat.ion and relations affect both content and for:n.
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Inevit.ably this also mean~ that izibongo are a terrain where
powex' relations are ccnt.eer.ed, Gunner and Gwala point out that
this has lead, in the past, to a misreading of the.genre as "the
preserve of the power:Eul" and as being inextrical:;lybound up with
militc;.rism.

Izibongo are also important in establishing identity for
II

ordinary peop.ce e

The act of praising focuses on identifying a person,
embodying his or her personality through the proGes\~ of
naming and also i.nessence providing a link with his and her
community, lineage and originS'. Also the naming is a process
of objectifyi:ng, so that once a name has been given, or
sell-given, it is in a way outside the power of the
individual tol(remove it or contest it (3).

Both Opland and Gunner disc .BS the increasing i~c}.ation of the
'chie~ly' izimbongi from their audience, as changing social
relations (under (l',olonialismand apartheid) have pulled them away
from their pos~tion as mediator between chief and .~djnary
people. Gunner argues tbat social resistance to the institution
of chieftainship has been less marked among Zulu spee.king people
than among Xhosa speaking people, and I..hatthe Zulu imbongi is
apparently less alienated than his/her Xhosa counterpart.

Textura.l or Performative
Opland's definition of textural is "those feat.ures tha.t an
audience would see and hear but tb~t would not be evident from an
examination of the t.zanac ri.bed take of the performance~' (XllQU

~ 248). Opland writes about various performative
elements, such as pa,::e,tone, volume of delivery, dress and

j gesture. The first three aspects are dealt with be Low , as they
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belong properly in a discussion of r.hythm and intonation. In this

impor.tance to press. Opland observes that the imbongi often wore
(and wears) certain animal skins that are usually reserved for

section I focus on dress and gesture.
Opland, Cope and Gl,mner all ascribe great symbolic

C!

,"-,
the chiefs, thus emphasising the link between the two. He quot~s
Hammond-Tooke' e comment s on the use of animal skins:

These animal pelts are royal insignia and represent
essentially the mystical aspect of chieftainship rather than
the executive, for, while Cape Nguni chiefs play little
active part in decision-making, they posaess the quality of
ielithunzi (shadow), an aura of fearsomeness and malevo:tent
charisma, that sets them apart from ordinary people (251).

Opland speculates about the symbolism behind the izimbongi
carrying sticks and/or spears:

No modern in~ongi can offer me an explanation of;why he
wears skiBs or why he c1rries spears .... The spears ... might
well signify the conrp.ction between his poetry and the cult
of tfu ancestors (25.). 0

Cope simply states that dress is significant but does not explore
its S1~olism in detail. He draws at parallel between the imbongi
and the sangoma (herbalist):

Just as the latter is the intermediary between man and the
supernatural world of magic:!and the ancest:ral spi.rits, so
the former is in a senae the intermediary betweeI" the (j;:hief
and ,his subjects, fort when rae presents the chief to the
people in his reqitation, he is. also reprtlsenting the
opinion of the people to the chief (lzi~ngQ_28).

On the Lasue of gesture, Cope says:
!t is a convention of prai~e poem recitation that the
praiser never stands still. Even when the head of the
f anuLy I who is not .a profeasLonaL prai$er I recites the
praises of hjs ancestors on an occasion of importance to his
family, su~h as a wedding, he walks up and down as ke does
so. The professional praiser at court accompanies his
recitation of the chief's praises not only by walking but by
leaping about with gesticulationo as the excitement
Lncreaar-s . He suits the actions co the words, the words to,..



the actions; the performance is indeed dramatic. Movement I

both visible and audible, is the essence of praise-poem
recitation (29).

Movement and gesture are important aspects of the imbongi's
craft, ~killfully employed to encance t.j'.E', poetic and dramatic
effer.::tof the poems, and to engage tn..::-~btlience ~n the
perf01."mance. Gunner notes how the mod,,':l1 ~lt.ageoften compels t.he
contemporary imbong-t t<? t cand still .'_either because of a

(,"

standing microphone or because of the in:<.::reasedWesternised
,formality of l .e occasion.

Gunner ~lso points out that within the contemporary
performart.....'she observed, different types of dress and gl!!sture
are 'optional::~cre1'\tiveelements that are used to varying degrees
by different izimbongi.

None of the above discuss in sufficient detail the
significancA ~f beliefs associated with the ancestors for the

i! nature of ' performance, although Gunner suggests that praiSing
the dead i& a far more solemn affa:V~. As mentioned in Chapter

!/
Two, the 'shivering' often seen in b vt h the pe:tfo~,ance of
izibongo and the.ukugiya (war dance) that sometimes accompanies
it I is said to ~~e\'~ymbolic of communication with the. ancestors

\1 ' I:.

and therefore Of~en'elicits an excited audience response.
Gunner and ~ala '~,~ressthe close links bezween i'~i!:>ongoand

\ilother forms of pr.;>p\'11arculture:
Izibongo are alae c.loae Ly related to dance, pa.rticularly but
not only ¥tygiy9., lithewar dance". In popular performance,
t.he three activities of praising, dancing and calling out
;i.z;i.giyo[lisongs to go with the War dance"] fuse together.

lP4



.-_
Textual

ITnder this heading Opland deals with structure, content,
stylistic traits (such as t.he various forms of repetition),

(,

imagery and metaphor. Unfortunately when it comes to the analysis
of rhythm and meter, he does little more than admit his inability
tC7ldilicuss th.ase elements. Cope's and Gunner's analyses are
fc;rt:.u..lately more adequate.

While coverihg a wide range of genres, certain
characteristics nevertheless define izibongo as verbal art. As
Gunner andiawala point out, there are "certain conventions that
mark them off from ordinary speech and give the language a rich,
varied '/ld~nBenese" (4). 'they suggest that the def~ning
characteristics of the izibongo often include: condensed language
anti yet particular forlllsof eil?~nsion (including those discussed
by Cope); a narxowe r range of tenses; balanced structure of
lines; \front··placed metaphors'; alluaiqns i linking; parallelism
and other forma of repetition. They emppasise that:

The formal qualities of izibongo e.:rethe product and
expression of wo:rking conventions of a genre of oral poetry
wl:lichhas circulated widely for generations among Zulu
speakers north and south of the Thukela River. Izi.bongo have
responded to shifting emphases of time and dynamic cultural
and f:locial,presaures but have still remained a recognisable
genre.

e

Stru~ture and Content

o

(.lplandbegins by looking broadly at how content is structured
ir,to tee poems, drawing out the similarities hetween Xhoaa praise

I(poetry and GI'eek funeral eulogies. He argues that there are
usually six structural components, which would most often appear
roughly in this order:
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1) Statement of intention and salutation;
2) Praise of physical and moral qualities;
3) Praise of achievements;
4) The social context of the performance;
5) Genealogical references;
6) Exhortation of the audience.
The second, third and fifth components are often deemed to

be the core of the praise poem and many recorders and
transcribers have neglected the first, fourth and sixth as
embellishments. This is probably because the core components are
often relatively fixed in both form and content (especially when
praising the deceased), although different poets perform praises
in different orders. The other components are context specific
and therefore are seen as less important.

Both Opland and Gunner recognise that without these
components the poetry will not have the same effect. They
introduce the performer and establish their relationship wi~h the
audience. They encourage the audience to participate in the poem
through appropriate verbal responses and bring the audience into
the rhythm of the performance , Contemporary oral poets pez forming
\<li thin praise poem conventions begin their performances by
leading songs and chanting call-and-response slogans. Only once
the audience i.ssufficiently aroused do they launch into their
performance. The performance continues to be punctuated by
audience participation, for example at the end of every stanza.

The six components referred to above provide the framework
for izibongo delivered in praise (and ,/sometimescriticism) of

o
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chiefs. However, not a.ll components are always present and they
would not necessarily be present in all izibollgO. The key point
is that praises deal with moral and physical qualities;
genealogy; history and current events. They also enable the
imbongi to criticise any negative qualities obliquely (by subtle
statement or simply by omission) as well as to exhort e~ther the

\-i

person. being praised or t.heaudience to act in a certain way.
Laatly the framework allows for references to current events and
thus for comment on contemporary social and political processes -
as long as these are r~ferred back to the subject being praised.

Opland fails to develop a more specif:i.canalysis of poetic
structure. Cope, on the other hand deals extensively and
thoroughly with the core components; the praises and the
genealogies. The internal structuring of the these sections of
the praise poem has, he observes, changed over time, arriving at
a complex stan~aic formula. I will not deal extensively with his
treatment of the earlie:-:-period (which he calls the "pre-Shakan"
and "most primitive" examples) but will focus on what he te:cms
the Shakan and post-Shakan developments. It is worth noting,
however, that Cope refers to'the structure of "primitive" pra.ise
poems as consisting of loosely defined "sections" . ..rheaesections
could contad,na number of different praises listing images one
after the other in order to accumulate noteworthy characteristics
of the subject. Opland cites the following example:

Bushman son of l·1akhabane
An elephant with an overgrown f~ot
A puff adder with a beard
The offspring of the daughter of Mzanywa
Up the Fish River this side of the Ngqumteshe (38).
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Perhaps this is more usefully seen as an example of an "ordinary
man's boast", as distinct from a ch:i.efly,~naise-poem, which would
normally be moz'e sophisticated and more highly structm::ed. Cope
argues that:

The most primit~'ve type of praise-poem is simply iii. "
collection of praises. This is the type of praise·~poe(tl·'of__=

~_"di;j)thecommon man, who althv';lghhe may, have achieved, a degree
- of fame, has not yet atta1ned a pos~tion of polit1cal

prominence.
The praise-poem of a chief or politically pzomi.nent;

person (even a woman who combines royal blood ·dth an
outstanding personality) shows the operation ot poetic art
upon the basic simple praises, particularly i~ :the use of
alliteration and parallelism to give structural formality.
In the royal praise-poems of the eighteenth ceneury these
praises are expanded into coupl.et.sand triplecs, and in the
royal praise-poems of the nineteenth century they are
expanded into ~~~nzas (27).

(-j

The main ach'l.evement; of the Shakan praise poets was the
introduction of the stanza, according to Cope. The stanza
consist£" of "statement plus extension, development and
cono.l.uai,c'".He gives the following example!

Uteku lwabafazi bakwa NomGabh1
Betekula behlez emlovini,
Bet.h, uShaka kakubusa kakuba nkosi,
Kanti unyak' uShaka ezakunethezeka.
Statement: The joke of the women of Notngabhi,
Extension: Joking as they sat in a sheltered E-"Qt,
Development: Saying that Shaka would not rule, he would not

become chief,
Conc Luad.onr Whereas it was the yea/I:in which Shaka ~1as

about to prosper (54).
He argues that:

e The conclusion is the most characteristic feature of the
Shakan praise-stanza. It gives a contrary twist to the
stc,ry, introduced by the conjunct ion "kant i" [in this
instance] ... or sometirees the twist consists of a corr~ent.

Various techniques are used to link extension, statement,
development and conclusion to each other, the.most common being
parallelism of one form or another.
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'l'hestanza conad st.e of a "single, well-developed praisE!l"
with a definit.e "unity of content". The end ,of each stap ...a is
marked!,'.;;y what Cope calls a "final cadence" 1 although there may

be "non-final caderices" within the stanaa (see below). Pinal
cadOnces are "more exaggeratedll than non-final cadences and are
followed by a long!!r pause, He defines a scanaa as "a p~aise '

\\

constituting a compulsory unit (a unit terminating compul~orily
in a final cadence) within the total structure", acknowledging

/ '.that it is "difficult to detl;:;!rmine"which praises are compJlaory
units. In pe!:'formancethe aJ1" ence most often recognises the end
of a stanza and contributes shouts of approval such as "musho,

\_

muaho " (lits...._;;:I.lly"say him, say him").

On imagery and ITIetaphcl:'Opland and cepe are in agreement. Animal
imagery dominate~ praise poetry, with cattle being the most
common animal used. 'Il:l!ey cite examples where the following
animals are used: python, cuckoo( monkey, vulture, Egyptian. kite,
hartebeest,,,parrot, honeysucker, elephant, horse, dog, mouse,

\,)

swallows, buffaloes, lions, monitors, hyenas, owls, raven, ha'Vv.t, II

rabbit, wolf, jackal and puff adders. Inanimate objects are also
used, such as: river, moon, shield, bush, gras~); wall, branch,
fortress, ship, pot, letter and ~{ 'ed".'Various stereotypicGI.\L

! \1

humans also appear, such as soldiers, drunken men and lautrl.ir...g
women.

\The metaphors and images used are often quali:Hed to allude
to apec i f Led t;t1.alities,although many have common Ly understood
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qualities, derived from mythology and folklq,~e. So, ~or

Senzangaknona is IIthe gate post of the kraal'l; Shako. is

of Senzangakhona"t lithe fire of the ~0ng dry grasstl, "the

the south" anq,l "0. pile of rocka" (39). 1.\13 mentioned above the iii

stanzaic structure encouragr,s the development and extension

metaphor or statement I of(J:en by means of various forms of

parallelism (discussed further below) .

Opland argues that animal imagery is less r.urrent in

contemporary works, in fact tnat; metaphors in general aze

frequently used:

Altnough my exami.natLon of t.exts for this feature is far i

f.r.om ex.hau.st ive., ..1 sllsp.ei:.!t that metaPho.r and :!.rl particU1.(!r•..the animal met.aphor is no longer as wit... spread in izibou~.o
as it once was, that is a feature that;if,l passing from +-,J.1i'!
tradition though by no means obao l.ot.e yet'. The decline i:
popularity of che and.rr.aL metaphcr might be ascribed to t e

fac.t that Wi'i...d..a..n i.maLa no longer rca.m ~.reel.
Y

nnd..hence a...lr...·.·~.~.lese useful as! poe ci.c metaphors i oz, if the animal image.·
derive!';: fro~, ......otemic beliefs, the imagery might dd.aappea
from poetry l.n a society that no longer '.aluppo:tted such .
bel.i/efst• But ,1::.h~seexp Lanat.Lona would not account for tr
apparent declille of the met.aphor Lc eulogy- itself.. What 'f
Daniel Kunene terms a deve.rbat Lve eulogy 1 a pr '.ise WhOSEI
'structt,ral core Ls a verb', seems to remain popular'; I
imbuing ~~untemporary poetry with an air of grsatcr reo.l:i.sm1

a tr""'':''f! matter-of -fact tone. I suspect that an exo l anar.Lc :t
mign'l:.well Li.e in tl1e decreasing currency of th~· prai'ses
that; termed the bd.sis of earlier Lz Lbonqo ~ "

imagery and itEl use in gome detail.

Cope arg_'~s that "Zulu p'ra iae=poema .abound with imagery

eff,7?tiven~~ssll. H"~ argues that r'epet.Lt.d on complements 3uch,
,I

:aepetition

Repetition occurs in a j2.umberof differe:.;c, ways. First, whole

sentences or phr aaea may be :r .peaced, e i t.hez within one poem. r

in a number of poef-s. Opland refers t c one cat.egory of t:nis
~ ~)

]90
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of repclcition as 'formula' anJ argues that formulae are
es~',~ciallyusefUl dur Lnq apont aneous performances, when they can

~ ,be used'to give the poet\\time to think of forthcoming lines.
Opland's primary C(711Carn!!hereis to contribute to the debate
cQnducted by Walter J. Ong and AlbErt B. Lord, among others. 1

:1

1
I

According to Lord, the oral performer needs formulae but the
literate writer does not.

Formula analysis... is, therefol'e able to indicate whether
;.ny given text is oral or 'literary'. An 'oral:' text will
yield a predominance of clearly demonstrable formulas, with
the bulk of the remainder 'formulaic'. A 'literary' text
will ahow a predominance of non-formulaic expreseione., wit.h
some ~ormulaic expressions and very few clear formulas.152

Lord uses the t ezm \ for:nulaic' t,}refer to the technique whez'eby
the performer uses a '::ormulaas a basis for constructing phrases
with different content but which ar"! similar in form. Opland
analyses some i.zibongo for formulae and concludes that rou,ghly 75
r~rcent of a spontaneous poem consists of phrases used elsew' ~re.

The concept of a 'formula' is uscfu::'to us insofar as it
highlights the link between the method ,J,E compoai.:ion and the end
product. On the other hand, unless one is researching the
specific effect of literacy II' this debate detract0;11 poetry, can
from a t hoz'ouqh analysis of the poetry itself. This 119 certainly

o

the case with Opland, who consequently fails to conduct any clo~e
readings of whole poems from any other perspective. The term
,formula' becomes rather too gelleral when one is dealing with a
poetic form that obviously employs mOI.e specific rules of

e 152. Cited in Opland Xh&~r.al ~Qetk~ 155.
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( ~Cope focuses on paralle~ism as the most common form of

~,
composition. Cope's work on tne stanzaic structure is more
useful, in that it explains the rules behind the composition of a
stanza and when and why they are (or ere :10t) u. sd ,

The second type of repetition is the.z smpLoyed for poetic
effect within the structure of a single poem•• C:: .. ; comments that,
"repetition in itself is monotonous. and 30 .l,~ prefers to appear

/(
in disguise". This argument appears to ignora the effective use
of repetition in the introductory section of the poem (the
"statement of LntentLon and salut.ation01) and in the concluding
section (the "exhortation"). He does acknowledge, however, t"i::at
repetition "sometimes occurs effectively in pr?ise poems just as
it is It.

repetition. He investigates the use of "perfect parallelismll;
"parallel~sm by linking" (initial and fin.al) and IIparallelism by
sim1le":

Perfect parallelism ~~peats the idea with different words,
whereas paralle.lism by linking advances the idea by means of
an identical word or stem or root. The simplest type of
parallelism, and the least importan.t poetically, is
parallelism by simile (41).

Cope ci.t.csvaz-Loua examples of these types of parallelism .
.Finally, Cope looks at alliteration (consonant harmony) and

assonance (vowel harmony) which are, he says, "well re;;>resented
in Zulupoetry". He explains how alliteration is inherent in the
Nguni system of 9',\ammaticalagreement..

\,\
'~

Rhythm and Intonation

Here we have a pi·oblem. Opland comments, halfway through his
discussion of formulae, that:
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The meter of Xhosa izibongo awaits d~.finition. It may ... be
melodically based as David Rycroft has demonstrated some
Zulu izibongo to be .... It i.stoo soon to know whether'chese
su.ggestions will prove relevant to an apprehension of a
metrical principle in the performance of Xhosa izibongo
(159).

He quotes Rycroft:
The situation here is not altogether unlike the rendering of
Anglican chants I where, in f:i.ttingunmetrical texts (like
the Psalms and canticles) tQ metrical music, the device
employed is to render only ~>helast few sylJ.ables of each
line metricallYI while ~he varying number of syllables
preceding these are rcr..deredin free rhythm to a single
prolonged note known as the \reciting note' .

Cope is more categorical on the issue of meter:
Rhyme and meter are not to be found in zulu poetry. Ther€' is
a certain regularity of rhythm, however in that each verse
has roughly the same number of stresses {40}.

In his treatment of the stanza, however, Cope provides some
pointers. As mentioned above, he deals with what he calls "final
and non-final cadences", which determine whether or not a praise
constitutes a stanza.

While izibongo rnay not contain meter in the classicaJ sense
of the word (regular, roughly equal unite in the rhythm), it is
clear from all accounts that there are definite rhythmic
patterns. Like much Western free verse, however" the patterns are
not consistent throughout a single posm, alternating tc suit the

iI

content. It is also obvious that the rhythms of i?ibongo are more
comple:....than described by Rycroft above.

Opland argues that:
Izibong() must have been shouted out; if I as Kopf asserts I

cattle were incited by their izibongo during races ..., The
modern imbongi in general still performs in a loud voice,
since he must be heard by a milling throng .... When the
modern imbongi perfor~s before a microphone he does not have
to raise his voice and must stand rooted in one spot (250).
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Cope makes a similar comment, adding that the irnbongi performs
"as fast as possible". This, he says! "create[s] an emotional
excitement in the audience as well as the praiser himself, whose
voice often rises in pitch, volume and speed as he progresses"
(29). Both Cope and Opland seem to igno~e the possibility that
volume, pitch and speed may be a poetic devi~es firmly under the
control of a skilled imbongi. In my experience i~ibongi adjust
their volume, pitch and speed not only in relati0n to
circumstances of thair delivery but also to complement what is
being said. Certain word.:!are uttered slowly, at a relatively
soft volume and at a very low pitch, when that effect is

Cope observes that the imbongi eliminates 'downdrift

required. Gunner also cites the example of an imbongi who very
consciously ve, ';8 his speed, volume and tope of delivery.

intonation' :
The effect is a sense of seriousness and occasion, but it is
no .accompand.ed by a sense of serenity in the case of the
Zulu praise-poems, for they are not recited smoothly and
quderLy but shouted with great gusto, 60 that the
accompaniment to the sense of seriousness and occasion is
emotional uplift and excitement (29).

Cope goes on to say that downdrift intonation is used, with
lIpenultimate vowel lengtheningn to signify t.he end of a stanza,
this he terms a Ilfinal cadence". He also mentions the use of lithe

I

L
t

!
tJ

short break or caesura which may mark the middle of a verse, and
the vowel lengthening which may mark the initial vowel of a
versell :

The latter can occur only when the verse begins with a
prais~-name, to which it gives prominence and dramatic
effp.ct. The former can occur only in the middle of a verse,
which mayor may not be a likely place for a gratr.f.latical
break (30).
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It is the cadence with its downdrift intonation which marks the
opportunity for the audience to respond.

The above.discussi0n highlights the complex nature of the
\\
\\izibongo. 'As Gunne:>':"and Gwala point out~

The formal qualitip.s of the izibongo are the prcduct and the
expression of working conventio.r(sof a genre of "\1''''';":. };-:>etry
which has circulated widely fQ,i~1generations amone 2.:ul'.l
speakers north ann, south of t·" ~ Thukela River. IZ.Lbor"r,· have
responded to shif'Ling emPhaS!'(/J

,of time and dynamic cu; ural
and social pressures but h9/ still remained a recogn:i.sable
genre ('1). ij

Tl1ey do identify a numbe'r of gualities that ma-rk izibongo off
frc.,mordinary speech: condensed, compact; language; cryptic and
aphoristic expression; the highly allusive nature of praise
names; the tension between economic use 0:: words and expansion

/

1

r
f
1 0
t

(such as semantically redundant repetition); and linking.
However, these qualJ.ties would not all be present in every poem.
Perhaps the only formal quality that can be identified as common
to all izibongo is t.he basic convention of naming in a way t.hat
attributesCspecific qualities to the object of "praisell•

An overly formalist approach to defining the iZibongo can
therefore be problematic. A narrow definition which emphasises
the formal qualittes of royal izibongo can obscure the more
popular variants of the genre. Perhllps a more useful ap!?roach is
to defines the izibongo primarily in t.erms of its emphasis on
perforrnative qualities. These include, as ,discussed above, the
relatively high, sustained tone and rapid rhythll1of delivery, the

, if
use of cadences, the use of arm and leg movements and atypical,
usually symbolic, dress. Hlatswayo gives such a definition of.the
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[Our poetry in the traditional form] was done in che'imbongi
style. And once the person stood there and paced the stage,
raised his voice, Lowez'ed his voice, screeched, pounded the
air I immediately people recogI'.isedit - hey this is poetry
let us listen! (liThework of poetry", 2).

'.izibcng~ in accounting for auuience responses to worker poetry:

Although one cannot ignore more formalistic definitions
altogether I the wide varic,.tionof these qualities betwe~;n the
"ordinary man's 'boast" and the chiefly izibongo sugge.sts that the
performative elements are at the heart: of the iz:i..bongo.

The.\elementr- identified by Gunner and Gwala can also be
identified as:of gr.eat significance in the performance of
iz_~ongo. As they argue, these qualities mark the i~ibongo off

from everyday speech. They are rooted in the. oral nature of the
genre and allow for the imbongi to tread the fine line bet.ween

figurative and literal speech discussed in Chapter Two. The
audience is thus able to recognise the izibongo as "poetry" and
is challenged and stimulated by the allusiva, symbolic language
and the rhythm introduced by elements such as repetition and
linking.

It is therefore difficult, if not impossible, to identify
the extent to which worker poetry draws on the izibongo through
formal analyses of transcribed texts alone. The approach I have
taken is to place the broadly defined performative elements at

o

the cent.xe of my analysis I while also seeking out evidence of

ot.hez- stylistic qualities discussed above. ll..notherkey indicator
I used was the extent to which the audience appeared to recognise
the izibongo conventions by employing conventional respopses,
such as "mul3lhol".
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As is discussed in the p:1'jeviouschapt.era I Qabula is widely
acknowledged as the first worker poet to introduce the izibongo
style. It is also argued that he has not restricted himself to
t<.J.S style of pop*" -r:y I drawing as he does 011 a wide range of

!

"performance genres: "traditionalll, contemporar~' and experimental.
This also applies to poetE? such as Hlatswayo and N~O but lese
so to Ntanzi. It is nevertheless useful to examine a few of the
more f:Z:'equentlYperformed poems for evidence. of the izibongo's
influence.

Melly Bill has conducted a tentative textual analysis of
()abu1a's first poem illzibongo zikaFosatu".153 She notes that this
is made more difficult by a number r,f flaws in the transcription
and typography of the poems in ~j Mamba Ris.in9:.Structurally,
a numbar of key elements are drawn from the i~ibongo. The poem is
"framed" by two opening verse lines and five concluding lines
"made up of final exhortations and aoc Lamat.Loria" (3). The o1;:>ening
lines axe cleare:o:in the Zulu than in the English translation:

Nguye wavelal
Basho bonke bathi wavela!

Bill pod.nt.a out that, as in the "traditionalll izibongo, each
stanza iSIintroduced by a praise name or phrase, followed by a
number of lines or stanzas which elaborate the name or phrase.
Narrative is used exter.sive1y in these se(.!tions,and dialogue is

o

--------.-----------------------------------~--------------------
153. M. Bill, "An initial exploration of the emergent nature of

Natal worker poetry," lecture notes, U of Witwatersrand,
1991.
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slmiIarl~':. ambiguous relationship, with Qabula on various

\\
alsq\ used, though less freiquent1.y.154 This extensive use of

narr~itive leads to a less dense use of allusive and aymboLfo
\\

imag~;r:ythan in "traditional lzibong("l". 011bula's imagery, she

argue@ is less metaphorical. Forms of ~epetition such as linking
\\ / )

and p~;L"allelism are also relativej'y absent. rfhere are also fewer
\\

"vocat i~ve forms" as there are fewer di rect eulogies.\
\.

A\\!?urely textual ana~ysis of the transcribed poem tnerefore
~ ~

suggeat\~ that while Qabu~tadoes draw on key elements of the
\\ II

izibong21, he does, in ~1.i~ own wor6.s" modi.fy it "to suit the 11
\;
1 'f

modern alp.dience and the nowadays the~mesn ( 11Tribute to Alfred
1\
,I

Temba Qa~~ulalf3). Investigating the performances shows a
II

\\

oC':!asions'!,moving closer to and further away from the izibongo. 155

In the video recording of "Praise Poem to Fosatull his tone,
1\

rhythm and\,gesture are all typical of the izibongo. His dress f as

noted in C\~apter Two, is typical orCy insofar as it is highly

symbolic arid differentiated from ordinary clothing. Audience

response is enthusiastic and contains celp.br&tory eLementa that

are typically used in izibongo performances but which are not

strictly tied to the izibongo. Elements such as ululating are

commonto ma~~yother styles ana. modes within the broader
\

('-/

o
154. Bill citE-IScommentators who have pointed out that Co:\>e's

analysis tends to under-estimate the significance (and
frequency) of narrative sections in of the poems.

155. 'rhe impact of writing and literacy on Qabula's r.. ~formance
has already been noted.
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performing cultur~t such as the ukugiya which Gunner and Gwala
have argued is clos~~¥ r~lated to izibongo.

During the san« \)rformance, Qabula perfo:{~nedliTheMigrants
Lament".156 This is, as noted in the collection, a song and
d:i.fferssubstantially from the izibongo. Qabula has always had a
particular affinity for song, although this has more frequently
been expreased in his contributions t:>theatrical and choral
groups in Natal.

As mentioned in ( ;:-tpterTwo, Ntanzi is possibly the closest
to the conventional imbongi in performance. For example, in the
Mandela Rally version of "Buya Mandela"t he uses parallelism and
linking frequently. For example,

In.kun~i ebllonge eRcbben Island
Yabhonga kwazamazama iRobben Island
The bull that roared at Robben Island
Its roaring shook Robben Island

He relies heavily on the praise name "Inkunzi" (the bull},
developing it through a number of ~tanzas. His imagery is,
howeve~, more sparse than in the conventional izibongo in the

:,\sense that he has a 'more restricted repertoire of images and
praise names. Audience response to Ntanzi's work is alao most
characteristic of the izibongo, frequeTLtly including the I muaho "
response discussed before. On one occasion, when he performed in
the Transvaal, he brought along a friend whot dressed in skins,
attempted to lead the audience by responding at specific points
ill the performance.

-----------------------------------------------------------------
156. Transcribed and translated in Black MaffiQaRiqing.
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Hlatswayo varies his poetry even more substantially than

Ngubo's poetry, as noted in the previous chapter, does not
1\

diraw heavily on the izibongo. Praise names are used infrequently
and where they are used they are often drawn from Qabttla and
Hlatswayo's poetry. For example, he has used tt--.images of the
mole and the black mamba. In per~ormance, however; he invokes the
familiar tone, relying heavily on final codencea even when

\)

performing in English.

Qabula. While in hi'3earlier POf"'*:'ry the influence, of the izibongo
was clear, his more recent work shows lsss evidence of.the
qualities discussed above. Although in his ear11er performances

!,',:he did utilise the perfo~ative qualities I he performed
infrequently during the pe:J;iodin which my fieldwork took place.
This has much to do with the nature of hig)work as the national
co-ordinator of the Cosatu Culture Unit. In his own words

To be creative though becomes difficult when you are all
office-bearer of a movement. Yes, its very problematic1
because as a co-ordinator I have to worry about fl",ndslfacilities I resources.~,57

He goes on to complain that h~lpl.ll9other people find creative
outlets has napped him of time and energy for his own creative

I
I

";.;;~ ----------------- Ii
".---.-.- -.--.--~---.---.- --

work. He has conti~ued to compose but his poetry has become more
literary, obviously written in-between meetings with less of an
eye on the performance situation.

e
r have play books and play scripts sitting around which I
don/t have time to work on. .

--------.----------------------------~~--------------------------
157. !Vi. Hlatswayo, "The work of poetry I II Writer§ NotebQQk 1.5

(1991): 3.

J 0
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The influence of writing and literacy Oil Hlatswayo has been more
\

far reaching than on Qabula, possibly because Hlatawayo has had
lesa time in which to involve himself in pe~formances.

Malanga's poetry has never dra~m significantly on izibongo.
As is evident in her poems in Black Mamba Rising, her themes ara
more private and her performance style less exuberant. ShE: has,
on.occasion, performed with Qabula and others in poetic medleys

:

in \-'lhichshe has performed work which, at least in its
performance qualities, more cLose ly ,-:.Jsemblesthe" izibongo. In
general, though, Malange has tended to avoid the mass rallies for
the reasons outlined,in Chapter Two.

Apart ~rom the rare occasions where Malange performed with
other poets, I did not see women performing in the izibongo
style. Most of the performing women were part of the youth groups

201

which utilised Mbuli" s style of poetry. Gunner notes that women 's
izibongo are often performed only among women. and this may lead
to an assumption that "official" izimbongi should be men. While

___.. ' I

she does tecord instances of women performing. ~1eneral izibon9~'RI
, ~

these cases seem to be the exception rather tL~n the rule. It ~)y
\~also be that the male izibongo is more closely linked to

militarism and warfare - and therefore have more in common with
the recurrent theme of political conflict. In general though, the
predominance of male performers seems to be linked more closely
to the broader issue of male domination of public life th:, to a
specific and institutionalised gendering in the sphere of the
performing arts. At the workshops I attended wo~en were



encouraged by poets such as Qabula and Malange to compose and

perform poetry.
1/

The tendency for poets based in the }uuth grQUps to dr.awen

thf"--"'\zwakhestyle has already been discussed in aome detail. At
\ ..'

this point it sho'lld be noted that many of these poets are

working class but have not emerged through the unions. The

di vidil'1.g line between poets such as Ngubo and these youth poet.'.] ,

is a fine one "hut. I r e.trely saw yout.h poets ~)3.wing heavilx on th~):.1

izibongo.

In conclusion, it is useful tl) return t.o Gunner and Gwala's point

on formal qU1:tiities. Thei" argument t.hat. "the formal qualities of

the izibongo are the p'ro.,. '. find the expression of wori":ing

conventions of a genre of eral poetryn seDmsparticularly

L~ppropriate in the discussion of worker poetry. The point is that

such convent.Lons are not I as the formalists seem to imply, strict

rules which can be used to ':cl.assify poetry intb various genre

Lz Lbonqo but ,:10 not ~e'2 its conventions as immutable. At times it
i\

pragmatiQ~
il

typas. Rather they are "working con=ent.Lona II that will and do

change over time and are easily changed by other influences and

innovation.

The ~ork~r poets do see themselves as drawing on the

o

seems as if they utilise these conventions fer purely

reasons, as Hlatswayo has said:
\

People like comrade Qabula ... mademe realise that: it is
important to find a form that is acceptable to people in
t.hat environment. Whenwe tried this, it caught on, because
people could understand that this was poetry {2}.
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"rhe poets are aware that th~"iauyliencf!'13intimacy with the C

',-_ J {l

izibongo'13 poetic conventions can()enhance their poetry's

affective power. simJl~r1y, H1atswayo, points out how other

"traditional "formsII hilve been utilised:

Once you are oppressed 1)ouwant to use everything to advance
yourself - there's no limit: whether it's an AK, literature
or education. The yout hs in our area have come out with war
chants; 'even these are war chants which have been used ovex
the centuries - the rhythm - just the message has changed.

At other times the p'~etl3' seem to see their use of the izioongo

more as a statement of tb~ir own integrity in the face 0'£ variouD
;'i !I

forms of oppression. In !:ilatswayo's words:
,>.,i

Weall know how the ,':T~stem has cont.Ln-r sd to ..oppress and
weaken the working el'as'S. But we forgkt that it .a.l ao .dcee so
in subtle way&: it all.rays ..tel1s us th{'\1;:.our history is of no
value; what happened then has no bearh£g as to wha.t happens
now. In t.h;i.s way your f~umanitYIyour trad.itions, are taken
out of you. Once tha.t happens I you are vulner~blel you are
weak, you can never ~:ra,t:;herenough emotional power to resist
(l) . I,

The formal and performative qualities of the izibongo are at one
n

level simply aeen as' an 'intellecEual rese,urca. At another level,

~).owever, !:.heyare seen by Khe' poets as symbolic of Cheir

resistance to what they see as a multi-faceted history of

oppression.

II
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~,as ID.t;QllectllAl ResQU,'t"ce

A number of critics have viewed worker poetry as an intellectual
resource but in significantly different ways. Bonnin and
Ngoasheng, for example, have explored the role of what Ngc ,heng
calls "core cultural activists" as "organic intellectuals~ (in
the GramlSlciansense o:cthe word) .:l.59As noted in Chapter One,
many critics have treated worker izibongo as "the transformation
of a tradition". Qabula himself has referred to his poetry as a
"weapon" at the level of ideas, a means of I!!ducatingfellow
workers.

The discussion in this chapter attempts to tackle these
issues in a way that may appear st a.nge to some readers. I take

o

as my starting point the concluding point of Chapter Six, which
noted that the izibongo, as poetic form, is in itself symbolic
and carries m<'.ln:i,ng.Central to my argument is the notion that
the J.zibongo is nQ.t. just an empty vessel, that as a distinct
cultural form it is ,ymLolit,.lly laden, in that it is deeply
embedded in ideas of ethnicity. It is therafore problematic to
mak= absolute dd.atLnct.Lona between "form" and "content" in the

158. Ngoasheng "We organise and Educate II j Bonnin "We Went To Arm
ouz-se l.ves v •
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discussion of the meaning of worker poetry. In what follows, I
therefore address three Lsauee which may Lndcd.aLl.y appear
unrelated. I begin by examining some of the central ideas that
were being transmitted in and through the ~zibongo. I proceed to
discuss the related question of the extent to which the poets'
"praising!! incorporates a. critical dimension.

Finally, in a less obviously related exercise, I discuss the
media via which worker poetry has reached its audience. Attempts
to record (and t.herefore reproduce) the poetry hav~ e-ntailed
serious consequences for both the '1form" and the "co:ntentII of, the

\ II
poetry. If formal and stylistic qualities can be seen as carrying
and inp.uencing meaning, the "medium" vi~ which the poetry
reache~l it.saudience becomes an essent;i~llcomponent, of the
discussion of the dialogue between performer and audience. For
example, print takes a performance and transforms it into a set
of typographic symbols arranged on a page according to certain
conv~ntions. Nearly all the elements I identified in the
preceding chapters (especial] or Chapter rrwo) as being cruci.al to
the audience's response evaporate in the wake of this process. In
fact the audience evaporates and a new, imagined, audience is
created. The text, by virtue of the way in which publi.shed te:.rts
are sold, dissipates into a T~adership that is almost impossible
to trace. This, one mi9ht say, is not a new argument. In the
light of an audience-centered analysis, however, the significance
of these transformations takes on new meaning.

In Chapter Four I noted that studies of ethnicity .:tmongworkers
::"nNrltal tend to show the widespread existence ,....r: "ethniC moment a
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of inentity" within the multiple layers of identity. Kelwyn. Sole, l
discussing the multi-faceted symbolism of the poetry, has
observed how this is evident in the poetry:

The poems in Black Mamba Rising p.xhibit clearly the way in
which layers of class, ethnic, religious1 nationalist and
sexual identities are enmeshed in the minds of both these
poets and the wider audience of black workers ,("New words
Rising" 110).

I
r

I
1

Sole is oonce.rned about "whether or not (and to what extent)
one's class consciousness is mixed with and transforms the ether
modes of identity present". He expresses concern that the po~ts
are "placing too much faith in the tran'3for.mativepower of
traditional symbols alone" (Ill). Although Sole is obviously
mindful of the poetic conventions employed by the poets, his
focus is primarily on content; he speaks mainly of II symbols 11 , The
"layers of identity" he correctly identifies are represented,

i
l

I

That the izibongo has been appropriated in the service of

though, not only in what the poets say but also in how they say
it.

many diffe:r:er:.tcauses does nut, as ment.Lone« ibove , make it a
transparent or neutral medium. While it 1I1aybe difficult t :

separate the Zulu izibongo from the broader genre cf Southern
African praise poetry, in Natal its use has alwayE' been closely

206

linked to ideas of "Zulu-nessll, Its abilit.y to reinvent the past

"['/'\i
\

o

1

e

- to transfer and transform historical knowl.edqe - has been
recognised and exploited by many Zulu nationalists. As Gunner an0
Gwala have shown, the recording, publication, canonisat.ion and
teaching of the izibongo .iaveall been wrapped up ;Lc Zulu
nationalism of one sort or another (MY~ 34). With regard to



The emphasis on the royal praises ... seems to have become
part of the attempt to create a sense of a national Zulu
literature and rberefore a distinctively Zulu high culture
(35) •

the teaching of izibongo as published in school text booka, they
argue that:

They point out.that this link with authority has unfortunately
"tendtld to hidt: [the izibongo's) broader social base" (9). They
do not, however, show that the troader genre has less significant
links with ideas of Zl.tluness. ~I

I,It is precisely the close associations that. have been
created between the izibongo and Zulu nationalism that. have led a
number of youth to prefer the reggae-based poetrj' pop'l:.larisedby
Mzw:'khe Mbuli. Howeve r, youth I spoke to (and whose responses I
observed at live performances) did not reject the izihongo

L
\

outright. They "preferred" the Mzwakhe-style but they still
appreciated the izihongo and are certainly still familiar with
its basic conventions. One youth remarked to me, ta:!.kingabout.
Ntanzi (who was performing in SJd~lS) I that although he preferred
Mbuli/~3 poetry to Madlinyoka's, it was good "that people like him
were involved Ln the st:t'uggle",159

In a statement prep.ared for a ~osatu Education Workshop in
1985 (also cited in Chapt:r Five), the DWCL said:

We also discovered that we had to overcome our hatreds ot
each other: amakholwa against traditionalist; Chriscian of
the official churches against the Zionist; I10slem agair st
Hindu; Pondo against Zulu; Zulu loyalist against Zihh, uhu's
of fspring; migrant against urban i Zulu aga.inst Ind j <11; black
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159. This was not in a formal interview .~ituation.



against ... oh, and. this is difficult, very difficult in
South Africa - black against t'lhite(Sitas Black Mamba Rising
58) •

r
I
I
I,

They argued that. differences ahoul.dnot prevent their uniting

!i

Our fate as workers and our needs :!:t9 human beings bound us
together, but language, cul~ural chauvinism and divisions,
tore us apart. We discovered that it is only through our
unity that our strength and disnity could be enlargE'!d.

against their "common oppression as workers":

These statemer.:cswere, not surprisingly, in line with union (and
ANC) policy at the Lime. They did not challenge the ex.istence of
such divisions but argued that their cllltural interventions
should 88rve to overcome, nQ~ underpin, them. Their view of,
ethnicity is thus substantially different co, and counterpoised
against, th.::1.tof In'\<:athaor the Nationalist Party, which until

In most ~nstances in the past the kings and rulers pr-oved
themselves most willing ~o be co-opted by the colonial
rulers at the expense of their subjects. (IITribute: Alfred
Qabula" 3).

recently explicitly claimed to represent specific ethnic
g:roups.160

As has been noted, however, a number of t.hepoets have
ambiguous attitudes toward9 "tradition", Qabula, for example,
argues that this i3 at least partly because of the hiatorical
role chiefs have played:

160. Both of these parties also argued for.political
representation along ethnic lines. Recent events have aeen
changes in these arguments in favour of federalism which
still has a strong ethnic flavour.

He has, however, aleo argued to me that chiefs should play an
active role in a future system of government. Ngubo, in a



discussion with me, after initially insisting t.hat he wes
Ilcivilized" and did not indulge in traditional rituals, conceded
the importance of certain rituals in ensuring d healthy

"rela(st0nship .,withhis ancestors. As mentioned ab0'1r' he also
claimed to have muti effectively protecting someone from an
enemy's bullets, In fact, as far as I could see respect for
ancestors was univer~al among the poets I spoke to.

As has already been discussed, in drawing on the izibongo
and referring to themselves as izimhongi (praise poets), the
poets have made ,i.tclear that they saw their performances as part
of a broader task of keeping "tre.d.itionalforms" alive in the
face of, what they perceived as, the imposition of western

• __ i'~~ \

cuLturall~ .rms.~..--,'

Qabula has argued that "at school we did poetry but totally
useless stuff II ("A Life Cruel" .:3). He claims to have adopted th<i
style of thoaizibongo litoCi certain extentll but that it "had to
be modd f Led to ~uit the modern audience and the nowadays themes II •

Ngllbo'fIcomment that we~ern poetry was Jlwritt~n abo\.ltsimple
things" and therefore did not make sense is cited in Chapter
Five. One of his poems begins with a comment on this:

From childhood to manhood
I didn't obtain time
To focua at the nature
And the beauty of the wor~~1
Created by the Almighty.1

e

161. G. Nguoo, "Par'Ld atnent;in My Head," ~ra NQtebook 1.3&4
(1990): 26.

e
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Qabuld said that prior to his use of the izibongo in praise of
Fosatu, many people associated the izibongo with chiefs and
Inkatha. Hlatswayo remembers the debates:

When we st.arted reciting poetry using traditional forms of
oral poetry (which was in the pae:t linked to praising
chiefs, that is the ruling classes of that day), there was a
storm because people felt we were turning the clock back,
that this was not part of progressive culture. They could
not understand that we were joining the past to the present
and the fut~re (1).

Qabula referred to his poetry as one of many "weapons":
A traditional fighter would carry a knobstick, together with
a spear, a bayonet and a shield but he would usa one ~tem at
a time. He would first use a stick but if the stick was not
doing a good job he would turn to his knobstick and the rest
of his weapons. So all forms of media are importanti music
and newspaper s are also important but poet rJ is the most
effect.ive (IIA Lite Cruel" 5).

AmbigUQUB titudes to ethnic identities are also apparent in the
poems. There is much evidence of the poets' awa4eness of their
ancestors. In "Izibongo zikaFosatu" (Praise poem to Fosatu),
Qabula speaks of Fosatu as an answer to prayer (to the
II trad:i.t.ional"supreme being, Mvelingqangi, and the ancestors) .

Prayed we did to our Mvelingqangi
And the ancestors have answered us,
And sent us Fosatu ... (~lL!ckMamba Rj_sing 11).

He alao suggests his ancesto~s spoke to him through his dreams.
I 4reamed I am a Sangoma
You have· come to me so that I can tell all about you
I have thrown my bones and called on my abalozi.
My bones and my abalozi are telling me this ...

For Qabula, Africa consists of many "nations" and "populations"
(17). Similarly, Hlatswayo calls on the "ancestors of Africa" to
rejoice at the workers' struggle in "The Black Mamba Rises" (25).
In "Workers' Lamentation for Ancient Africa II I Hlatswayo calla on
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his audienct:!to recall "the harvest ceremonieall and "the marriage
ceremonies" (30).

This apparent contradiction (between the rejection of ethnic
divisions and a etrong commitment to ideas and forms that are an
integral component of zulu ethnicity) can only partly be
explained by the fact that indigenous ideas and practices
commonly associated with ethnicity constitute powerful
intellectual resources. Many people are reluctant to sacrifice

.: (,""<

these entirely on the altar of modernity and w!:\~t is dubiously
.>

(but commonly) referred to as civilization. As Ngubo said to me,
one should not throwaway things that still work.

Also woven into the poems are Christian symbols and
references to Christian practices such as Qabula's "praying",
Qabula's sung poem "Migrant's Lament" addresses "Thixo" (Lord)
and Hlatswayo refers to the "New Jerusalem" and "the workers of
heaven". Malange's "Today" appropriates the notion of heroic and
still present ancestors (in her words IIEveryone who has died / Is
here today") and combines it with messianic imagery:

·f·.

·.·.··f'~. ,

o

Neil Aggett
Who died fer the liberation of the workers
Is here today
Ephraim Shabalala
Who died
Th~ systems victim
Is here today
Andries Raditsela
Who died
For us all
Is here today,
With us
Sharinq,
This d~y with us (56).

"Today" becomes a judgement day, as "tihoaewho died as oppressors
are herell• Malange calls on them to leave, "Away oppressor / Away
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traitor". In "Death", Qabula also evokes the idea of a judgement
day,

Woe unto you
O~~ that day
The fires you stoke for others
S:lall haunt you
The pain and suffering you fully inflicted
On nature
On nations
Will descend on you. (21)

In some instances the narrator is a v.ictim, as i.n "Migrants
Lament", !lAfrical!and I!Death". The emphasis is on retribution,
where the "orphans/ those widowed,/ will tt.r-nout to be your
judges" .

While these lines give the impression of the poets relying
on Christian ~d indigenous ideas of divine or ancestral
retribution, a more active and direct militarism also pervades
their OWll poems. This is not surprising, given the intense and
often violent nature of politica.l conteata in Durban, and the
harsh reality of workers' lives. As iEi to be expected, this is
far less pronounced in the ec:::r'lierpoetry than in the poetry of

I!

the late 19808 and early 199013.

In "Izibongo zikaFosatu", Qabula portrays Fosatu as a
"chicken with wide wings" but also as a roaring lion (8). Mawu is

In an example of Qabula's later poetry, "Sthandwa", the

a ferociouR boxer. Workers, Fosatu's "sons and daughters", are
"militant" ann the narrator "wonders what muti they usell•

narrator, a "singer" {symbolising a guerrilla}, serenades his
lover with stories of how, when he "played his guitar",
oppressive regimes feD. In Ntanzi' 13 1990 version of "Buya
Mandelall (Return Mandela), Mandela is a "bull with sharpened
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horns" who reduces his opponents to shivering, confused men w~..zh
diarrhoea.

Gunner and Gwala have noted that izibongo are often
associated with milit~rism but that this can be misleading.

The emphasis on war and an accompanying macho ~~rility,
which are still prominem: features of men's izibongo, may
well have been forced to the fore during the streamlining
and building up of the regimental war machine under Shaka.
This process could have "driven underground" the broader
biographical and autobiographical thrusts of the izibongo
(7) . .

Similarly, the current militarisation of Natal society is evident
in (and arglably authorised by) contemporary worker poetry. What

\
this has done to the "broader base" of praising would be a
worthwhile area for further research.

The fact that the term "praise poetry" is often a misleading
translation for the word "izibongo" hae often been noted. Gunner
and Gwala, for example, point out that:

What izibongo are primarily concerned with is naming,
:'dentifying and therefore giving substance to the named
person ot object (2).

While worker poets do generally refrain from contentious issues,
these are often included by carefully phrasing problems t.o stress
the importance of overcoming differences. In "Izibongo
zikaFosatu", Qabula refers to political leaders that have
betrayed their constituencies and gently poses the question as to

\
\

• whether Fosatu will do the same.
FOSATU, we have chosen you to lead us
Time and timp.again we have been electing leaders,
Electing people with whom we were born and
With whom we grew up.
People who knew all our sufferings,
Together with whom we were enslaved.
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We had elected them because we believed they were
A lamp to brighten our way to freedom
But to our dismay,
After we had appointed them, we placed them on the
Top of the mountain
And they turned against Ud (10),

As has been noted arrlve, both the poets and their audiences are
keenly aware of their role in "building unity". 'l'hisemphasis on
l~nity also operates through the 'insider-outsider' phenomenon,
with its emphasis on criticism of opponents and praise of leaders
being rewarded by the audience. Similarly, Gunner and Gwala claim
that one of the ways izibongo function to validate power is
through inclusion and exclusion (7). They note that the izibongo
in their collection are often anchored i....a "matrix of combat and
cOliflict", which is also a characteristic of worker poetry (24).

Thus Madlinyoka Ntanzi speaks of "sellout.s" trembling and
filling the streets with diarrhoea:

Even the intestines of young men boiled
I saw them with diarrhoea filling the street. when Madiba
entered
You will see him!162.

Given the empha8is on solidarity and unity, the apparent absence
of criticism cf the poetry or, in the poetry, the limited
criticism of leadership figures during the rallies is therefore
not surprising. The very nature of the mass rally does not
encourage the voicing of ::rit.icisrn"from the floor". The
excitement ge~e~ated by this sense of unity also tends to
overwhGlm expressions of ~riticism which may be there (because

-----------------------------------------------------------------
162. Personal collection .•

•• f~
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crit.:i.Gismof the poets or their ideas is often expressed :by
. 1,1

si~ence or by 'polite applause', it is also difficult to
measure) .

Within any expression of unity, however, must always be
sought the disunity, the sources of potential schism and rupture.
At the Mandela rally, for example, such tensions were obvious to
'insiders'. In the process of organising the rally diff~rent
tendencies within the ANC vied to set the agenda and define che
content of the rally. A certain group of activiRts wro'Ce
Mandela's speech, in which there was a radical Gall for all ANC

act;:'\viststo "throw their guns into the sea". This emphasis led
\., -

td'-'considerable discontent - an audible. buzz arose in the
audience ,and a smal"!-,group of youth walked out. This critici~m

, '

wa~, however, followed by a more vocal wave of criticism which
surfaced after the event, through organisational st~~ctures.
Almost all the ANC members I spoke to afterwards criticised
Mandela (and thuse who wrote his speech), saying his call was
tantamount to calling for mass suicide as ANI":mernbere would lose
their capacity to defend themselves. Ntanzi's criticism of the
political opposition, in the same rally, .;stoodin stark
opposition to the ideas Ma~~l~ later put forward in his speech.

ft'
Ntanzi's severe criticism '8f Buthelezi and Inkatha - ironically
in his praise poem to Mandela - received louder applause than
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• Mandela's own speech. After the rally I overheard aorue of the
organisers suggesting that he should not have been ~o militant
and that his poetry should conform more to the "peace effort". I

• did not hear this being suggested to him directly but it does



illustrate a tensi.bn between the poet's attempt to express
himself and the leadership's desire to impo~e thei~ own ideas. It
alse shows the potential for intervention and perhaps even
censorship.

What is clear I howevezrI is that the worker poets do I as
Karin Barber whows is the caae with Yoruba orr,~'i(praise poems) I

IIreveal connecti;C:>~:~1and hidden faces in socie~y that would not
, '':

otherw5.se be aci; _/ibleII (I" Could Speak Until TOmorrow 2) .
Gum:,er and Gwala suggest that one of the ways in which

\royal I izibongo Ii achieve their power is through the distancEt;'}
created between them and more popular izibongo.

The praises of royalty have been used as means of social
control and those ln positions of power have distanced their
praises from those of their subordinates by exploiting
status and hier,Ilrchyand linking this to occasion of
performance (34).

Taking what appears to be a contrary view I L~~roy Vail and:LCSludeg
White ut.ilise the notion of 'poetic license', which they Elay is a
key component of the aesthetic popularly associated with praise
~betr))". One of the --rua1;i.ficat"ions they suggest is ):l,ecessarywhen

I, .. r', \

considering the notion of 'podtic license' is that "historically,
praise pqets have not always acted as the autonomous spokesmen of
the people" (55), stressing historical shifts in the role and
nature of praise poetty.

They point to a tension, betw,~en the use of izibongo as a

• "

means of soc~!al control and as means of expressing criticism,
)'

\)

that parallels the tension between unity and criticism in worker
poetry. Vail and White partly explain this wit.h reference to Max
G:uckman's distinction between rebellion and r.evolution:
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African societies contained witnin themselves a process af
constant rebellion but not revo~.ution. (46)

Thi list~nct:ion is.pertinent in the case of worker poetry.
Although the worker poets are not praising people who wield sta.te
power, the subjects of their attention are powerful withi.T'their
context. The poetic liceijse they exercise is not often directed
against the lec:.'lderlJof their movement but mostly against the
l!'ltateand its allies. That the leaders of the movement should
grant the poets the Ld.ceriseto critl.cise the Lr ppponenta is not

"
surprising, especially when this criticism iSlJtomblned with
tireless praise of themselves. The examp.Le cite,"!ibove , while
exhibiting the p0te~tial tension, is atypical. A more typical
example would be Qabula, who has directed himself to the
organisations and their leaders critically, but more in a tone of
'comradely advice' than one of antago!':!isticcriticism.

Vail and White are also careful to point out that it is not;
the p€rformer who is licensed but the pe:cfoJ:'IDance(outside of thle
performance event, the individual pob'ts do not carry greater
"license" than ordinary people). They do tend, however, to focus
on the granting of the license by those in power. Similarly
Gunner and Gwala' s argument refers to the "expLoi tatLon of atat.us
and hiera:r::chy"by those in power. What needs to be asserted is
that there is also what could be termed an "assumption of
license" by the performer!] themselves, which is r~inforc..edby t:he
audience. Whether the performance is granted this poetic license
or is used as means of social control is not simply dictated b~'
those in power but also involves the participation of perfOl."mell'S
and audiel1ce. In addition to the 'license' heing embedded in the
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interpretation is a constant site of struggle and ita boundaries
are nc, .fer fixed indefinitely. The unity described above is thus a

event itself, it is therefor~ also necessarily embedded within
interpretlve cornmuniti~s that implicitly find indirectly negotiate
the terms of that license. While such negotiations may involve a
degree of coercion or ~~suasion from above, without the coneent
of both parti~s the dialogue between audience and performer w~ll
be brokr:q down, z'eridezLnq the poetry ineffectual a. 3. means of
dialogue and, ultimstely, as a means of exercising control. The
negbtiation is therefore more likely to take the form of a
dynamic tension between contradictory tendencies, towards closure
and away from it. As discussed previuusly, the t~rrain of

dialectical one, the terms of whi~h a~e con~tantly under
challenge, negotiation and reinvention.

The example of Ntanzi's performance at the Mandala rally
also illustrates how it is impossible to comprehend the intensity
of fe~ling at a mass rally without acknowledging the effect of
the violence in Natal on members of the audience. The poetry is
performeo in an atmosphere dominated by pain, anger, revenge and
sometimes hope; it is simultaneously held together and pulled
apart by strongly felt political convictions and identities.

It is partly because of this fact that the distinction
between "worker poetry" and IIpopular poetry" has become extremely
blurred. If the poetry is to be classifiedt more meaningful
distinctions can be made at the level of performance style and
ideological positioning than can be found in tte class origins of
the individual poets. The worker poets are, generally speaking,
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close to the g:f,assrootsmembership and tend'; in Natal,,,to be
among the more militant activists. The poets are not always as
concilia.tory as the leadership might like them to be.163

Theire are other distinctions that .may become more pertinent
in the future. Malange told me that (in 1992) workers and youth
in some areas have begun to debate whether culture shol.!ldbe used
to und.t,ethe different sides in the war .164 It is far from clear
that this iii a widely held ccnvf.ct.Lon, but were it to be widely
adopted by the poets, it could present the political leadership
with a. reason to reaffirm their commitment to providing them with
space on their platforms. It would also present a challenge to
the poet.s to compose poems whi.;h focus less on criticism of 'thi3
enemy' Emd more on reconciling people who have bee::ld.r.agged
through one of the most violent periods in South Africa's recent
past. Should such shifts in strategy cause more serious
fragment.ation of different factions in the ANC and coaat.u, it
could also highlight the fragile nature of the interpretive

..

163. In general, I would argue that worker poets are part of a
militant maes culture that, in reoent; months, .h"i.:'; been
encouraged less than in the past. The politi.cs of
nesrotiation have had the effect of de-emphae:ising mass
mobiliRation. The Cosatu Cultural Unit was, in late 1991,
separated f:!:·omCosatu to form the South African WO,rkers I

Culture Unit (sewcu) which is struggling to set up
independent structures nationally. It.s attempts to be
broader-based than COSdtu do not yet seem to have borne
fruit. This may be part of a sophisticated strategy t.u erect
a 'civil society' but it could also symbolise waning
ent.husiasm among union leadership for worker culture ..

164. ShEl cites, for example, the Alusaf non-sectarian cultural
risrhts campa i.qn and a gathering of school children "from
both sides" in Northern Natal.
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community, consequently bearing serious implications for the
performance and reception of worker poetry.

As discussed above, insofar as worker poetry serves to exhibit
and either reinforce or intervene in the layered ident~ties of

:'

the poets and their audiences, it does so through both "form" and
"content". This raises, however; the important question of
"media". If, as has frequently been noted, oral (or performan0~)
pootry suffers when ':.ransformedthrQugh transcription,
translation and typ6s~tting, does it.lOBe those very (formal,
performative and contextual) qualities which enable its reception
and its value as an intellectual reSOUl::ce?By ext.enaf.on, what are
the inadequacies (and potential) of audio and vjdeo recordings as
recording and publication m~dia? we ~an ~lso ask what roles
different means of publishing and distr:Lbuting poetry have played
in the formation and ccnso.ld.da'tLon of the interpretat.ive
community.

It is tempting to argue that the printed texts are
insignificant because few people read worker pcetry (see Chapte~
Two) and because so much is lC8t in transcription and
translation. There are, however, many indications that the
print.ed texts have indeed played an important role in the "life"
of the poetry - if not in the interpretive community. Similarly,
whilp. video is able to reproduce mo:::'eof the performance than any
other recording medium, it is expensive and the most significant
means of product.Lon and distribution are, controlled by an
antipathetic government. Also, while many videc recordings of the
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poetry exist, hardly any are of broadcast quality and few have
been widely viewed.

Before going on to look at the various media, there are at

couple of general points that need to be made about those facets
of oral perfOl:'mancesthat cannot be effectively recorded or
reproduced'in any medium.

Any introductory cou+,se on the philosophy of art (and
literature) raises the question of the ontological stat11s of the
'Work of art. Implicit in much of what has been said already is
the idea that, in the case of worker poetry, the performance
itsel.E should be regarded as the work of art. The performance is
not only the te1:turesI ehapes and sounds of the poets' words but
also the symbolisms, significances and aesthetics brought to bear
on their wc.'rksby the audience. In addition to this, as Bauman
and Briggs have argued:

A given performance is tied to a number of speech events
that precede and ,succeed it (past performances, readings of
texts, negotiations, rehearsals, gossip, reports, critiques,
challenges, subsequent performances ( and the like). An
adequate analysis of a single perfcilrtnancethus requires
sensitive ethnographic study of how j ts forms ann meaning
index a broad range of discourse types, some of which are
not framed as performance (60).

"l.milarly, in Chapter Two Hans Robert Jiauss was cited as arguing
that aesthetic judgments are also rooted in particular moments of
histury:

The new becomes an historical catE'90ry when the diachronic
analysis of literature is pushed further to ask which
historical moment.s are really the ones that first make new
that which as new in a literary phenomenon (35).
As argued in Chapter Three, the aaaumpt Lon is that audience

:-:-espom:..es are both historically specific (roote Lr.time) and
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geographically specific (rooted in space). Fer Stanley Fish, as I
have already argued, they are also root.ed in specific
interpretive ccmnnmd ti.ea and particular situations. Th~ fullest
appreciation of a performance is therefor~ enabled by the
recipient both witnessing and being ~ part of the actual event.
This entails more than physically attending the event. If one is
not "inside" the interpretive community, that is familiar with
the common interpretive strategies which constitute it as such,
it will not be possible to undergo the same experience.

While it may seem to be labouring the point to argue that
both context and audience response (for example) are part of the
works under discussion, there is a no doubt that separation from
these destroys important facets of the poems. In debating ways to
record wor'ker poetry (in CWLP), it was a commonly held view that
- at very least - the audience also has to be audible and visible
wherever possible. Ideally, one audio channel would be tak~n off
the public address system (m::' microphones were positioned so that
the entire stage was 'live') and :;o.nothermicrophone would be
placed in (or pointing towards) the audience. The people

c·······....·....··.·i • 1

\
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operating television cameras were r~quested to film the audience
as often as possible (here the ideal was to dedicate one camera
to filming the audience> .165 In transcribing the performance, it

i
1'1

165. That even the beat planned strategies for recording
performances can backfire, is evident in my discussion in
Chapter 1wo of the dampening effect of a camera facing the
audience is smaller venues.



was requested that the audience's (often very particular)
responses should be noted.

As I became aware during my research, while it is difficult
enough to include the responses of the audience in a recording,

I
~

it is quite impossible to :r:ecordall the complex (and frequently
contradictory) elements that constitute the work. A possible
counter argument is that. a recording of a "'-forkneed not contain
those elements, that th~ problem only exists if one confuses the
recording with the work itself. Identifying and recording these
constitutive elements, according to this argument, does not have
to be done within the processed work it~elf, but can be achieved
through complementary forms, such as introductions, footnotes,
reviews and extended commentaries such as this thesis. While this
is obviously the most pragmatic approach, reading about these
elements is entirely different to experiencing' them and therefore
does not necessarily help the 'outsider' to respond to the work
of art in the same way as the audience would.

Another way in which a "decontextualised II poem may be more
fully appreciated is if the recipient brings with p.im/her a host
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of imaginative resources wh~ch are used to recreate the original
performance imaginatively. It could be argued that this task (of
"ccmpleti.ng" the text) is an important component of any poetry;
that the pleasure of poetry lies exactly in the reader or the
listener being able to complete the puzzle, decode the metaphor,
recognise the rhythm. To a certain extent the pleasure of poetry
does lie in the challenge (and affirmation) of recognitioIl, of
mak;~ng sense of apparent disjuncture. This need not only be



if they do not, it could be argued that virtually nothing will

argued at formal and performative levels but also at the level of
ideas and identities. If the recipient has these im~ginative
resources then the experience can be rendered more complete but

ever make it 80. Such an a~gument suggests that no medium is
inherently effective or defective.

While this position has its merits, in its crude form it
negates the fact.,that there are better and worse ways of
recording perfonnance poetry, and that there are limits to what
the imagination can fill in. For example, it cannot be disputed
that, while much does depend on the specific recording techniques
used, video has the ability to record more facets of the
performance event than transcript.ion onto papez,

The most obvious resources the recipient must provide (in
order for the work to be fuJ,lyappr~ciated) are the deep cultural
meanings an~ symbols which must be recognised in t.hepoem. These

" / ~
include met.aphozs, idioms and historical aLLusLona , as well as
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poetic conventions and the kinds of symbolism di.scuased above.
Although these are embedded in the poetic form and carried in the
language, they are best seen as 'nesting' in interpretive
communities. Someone who knows the Zulu language superficially
will not necessarily recognise or be able to interpret certain
symbols.

There are also the losses caused by the "mortality" of both
the event and its socia-political context - these elements by
definitiol. cannot be recorded and have to be reconstructed.
Significant here are the political contexts described in previous



chapters; the additive effect of previous performances (on the
day and in previous events) and the thrill of seeing popular
cultural forms transformed for new purposes. Related to this are
the effects on a recipient of the responses of other members of
the audience and the additive effect of previous performances on
the day and in previous events.

Bauman and Briggs approach the question from an interesting
angle. Turning the debate on its head, they ask what enables the

I
-:.•.w..•..~....'...~,
~

performance to be contextualised:
What factors loosen the ties between performed discourse.alld
ita context? (73).
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They argue that the nature of per:..:ormanceitself makes it
possible for the text to be decontextualised.

A text, then, from this vantage point, is discourse rendered
decontextualizable. Entextualization may well incorporate
'aspects of context, such that the resultant text carries
elements of its history of use wt7hin it... (i

Reflexive capacity is manifested most directly in the
metalingual and poetic functions. The metalingual (or
metadiscursive) function objectifies discourse by making
discourse its own topic; the poetic function manipulates the
formal features [of] the discourse tc call att.ention t.othe
formal structures by which the discourse :i.sorganised ...
By its very nature, then, performance potentiates
decontextualization,

"Recontextualisation", according to them, is the process whereby

..•.~~.t ;\1
:-\

the "decontextualised" text is appz'opz-Lat.ed and l'recenteredll i
that is imbued wit.h a newly constructed contexc.

We must now determine what the recontextualized text brings
with it fz-om its earlier context and what eme rpe.i+ f ozrn,
functic.n, and meaning it is given as it is recentered.

, I This necessarily brings into play questions of power.

I ·U
To decontextualize and recontextualize a text is thus an act
of control, and in regard to the differential exercise on
such control the issue of social power arises ...



/1u

legitimacy, competence and values which "organize the relative
status of texts and their uses into a hierarchy of preference".

They outline t.hedifferent facetR of such power: access,

None of these f.actors is a social or cultural given, for
each may be subject to negotiation as part of the process.

This approach enables us to expand the previous discussion on the
role of the performances in the establishment and consolidati.on
of an interpretive community beyond the performance itself; to
encompass subsequent productions of the poems. The discussion of
me¢l.iumtherefore goeR beyond the question of aesthetic losses to
include the issue of the power wielded by "third parties" l.n
control of those productions.

As noted before, many commentators have disr::us~edthe losses
(/

incurred in translation. The present discussion will avoid
repeating what has been adequately covered elsewhere. It must
also be noted that losses are suffered even when the poem is
print! d in Zulu. In the Zulu edition of Black Mamba Ri~~ (of
which few copies have been sold) the poetry is also crippled,
reinforcing the agument that it is transcription that results in
the {nost serious 10sse9.166 Among the more obvious of these are:
the dramatic elements, the rhythms of the performance, the tone
of voice and the perfozmez-' s vis.ible relationship with the
audience.

166. Although no hard evidence exists, members of the CWIlP argued
that serious typographical errors contributed substantially
to the poor sales of the Zulu edition.

'we;, ~
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On the other hand, it must be acknowledged that print has I
.'1

poetry available to those workers who do read the union
newspapers and cultural journals where the poetry has also been

i;

.',

~

I
I

played an important part in the emergence and recognition of
worker poetry, It is the cheapest and easiest form of publication
(other than the live perfonnance) and no doubt has made the

published. It is also utilised in various way8')Y ehe poets
themselves, e'len if they don't read it during a performance.167

As mentioned above, the written text also has the potential
for fairly substantial "re-entextualisation". 13lack Mamba h.iSing,
for example, has basic information about the political context of
the poems, details of where and when the performances took place
are notad and the tex.t is available in two languages. While there
is much information left out of the text, this is due to tbe

specific details of its t>roduction and not due to any inherent
quality of printed text. So, for example, the book could have
included more photographs of the events and more detailed

. ,

1~
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explanations of context.
Gunner and Gwala, in an illuminating discussion of t.heuse

of text to 'canonise' the izibongo and create a 'great tradition'
of 'Zulu national literature', suggest that this process has both
obscured the popular forms of the izibongo and co-opted the
izibongo into the achie-ving the aims of wholt 3.i.tascalled

o 'authoritarian populism'. Even the 'Mass Demo0ratic Movement'

-------------------------------------~-------.-------------------
167. See Chapter Five for a di8cussion &i this.



collections such as E!a9k MambA ~iBing and Iz~ns~ngizi (a more
recent co l,". iction) suffer from similar problems:

These izibongo are seen as being part of a wider performance
culture with a base that ~s both rural and urban and one
that.is not specifically and tightly Zulu but rather cross-
ethnic It too, though, does not make clear the links of
these izibongo with the wider performing tradition of
ordinary men's and women's praises. (36)

These points highlights the question of power referred to
earlier. The teAts have the ability to represent and or
misrepresent, in ways that fit into different politica]..and
aesthetic agenda, the performance poetry.

There is a wide range of people, both inside and outside of
the immediate interpretive community, who utilise and give value
to the printed text. These include academics, literary critics
and organisational leadership - peop:i..ewho wield certain forms of
power and can mobilise or withhold resources.~68 The ,written text
can - as in the case of ,Black Mamba Ri.sing's winning of the

"
Norwegian Literature Award - prompt international recognition1

which in turn brings both short term financial gain and improves
prospects for medium term funding of cultural organisations. Such
fm.1din!Jhas had a significant effect on the availability 0:.1: the
works, for example it has resulted in audio and video recordings
being made ava il.ab.Lefor publication.1€SI

168. See Chapter Five for a discusion of the significance of
of1icial authorisation.

l69. This is not necessarily of ber~fit to the individual poets.
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We can also recall Qabula/s belief that the text is
important in recording and reproducing traditi:?ns that he fears
may otherwise be lost; and in further legitimising and
popularising the poetry.170

One can therefore conclude that the publication and ~
distribution of worker poetry in written form ha3 indeed been
significant., Although this significance is limited to specific

\
categories of readers 1 mosz Ly outside of'the immediate
interpretive community 1 the printed text has nevertheless been
,central c:tothe poetry's emergence.

"During the course of mY-::::t:'esea:r.t:h..,I was struck by the rrt:...\ .r of
people who said they had heard the poetry of Mbuli. Usuallx they

I v- ,"

h2d heard it in on an audio cassette belonging to themselves or a
friend. In the late 198081 Mbuli was promoted far more actively
by vario1l8 political organisations than any 6ther poet. However
this was more marked in the TransYaal t.han in Natal. It wO"..lld
appear that his widespread exposure and popu.larity has l(~uGh to do
with the formal and informal (official and througp piratAng}
di::n:.:r.'".mtionof.the audio ca.saet.te .

/)(,
i

01

.\.udiotap~ has the advantages of retaining some of the
performative/dramatic e+ements; rhythms and intonationsi and the
specific timbre and 'personality' of the performer. On the ether
hand it does Rot record the visual dimension of the performance.

-----------------------------------------------------------------
j ;.

170. Gunner has discussed this :l's'suein some detail. See:
"Orality and Literacy".
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Apart from the obvious spect.ac l e of the ever-t;, with bannere,

T-shirts, poace ra , the huge crowd and the imposing ; th;,e

listener aLs.o knows that he is not being addressed di:rectly. As
i
I

I r

r

I
I

I

iotIatching,a pre-recorded sports event is not the same '11:' being at

the event bE!CaUSethe .result has been already determined, the

knowledge that the event is gone impairs one's appreCiation of

the poem.

The eS~Jential d.ifference between print and audic recoriings

is that the listene~ is at least given a fairly accuz~te

reproduction of the sound of the perfornance. 'l'he LmaqLnat Lcn

st ill has to be used .for the listener to complete thE! pe:cformance

context but to a lesser extent than in the case of print .

.l?ublishi.ng cn audio caaaet.t e is clearly the most: practical

and popular medium at pre sent . Mypersonal experLence of selling

books and tapes at: mass rallies fJuggestl: that tapea cut.ee l.I books

by a factor of roughly four OJ: five (even though tapua are much

more expensive). Their higher perceived value must b~1a function

of the m~:re effective reproduction of the event. Surfrisingly,

pub.li.ahd.nq tapes is not much more expensive than print.ing, and

:;:>r(.)ducticmruns can repeated more e ,Jily. The t echno Loqy used is

Idightly more aophi at.Lcet.ed but print publishing is also

f.ncz-eas LnqLy dependent on hi-tech photographi.c, computer ann

printing equipment. .~s can be seen in the CWLP survey,. many

people have tape recorders whach have an added advantage in that

someone can listen to them while being engaged in ot.her

activities - a distinct advantz:.ge for someone with aever eLy

limited leisure time. It must also be remem.'::leredthat .l.t is·
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increasingly cheap and easy to pirate audio caaaet.cee, which
damages sales but improves exposure.

The audio cassette is, of course, similar to radio, which,
gi~re!4the current political economy of broadcasting., has not been
utilised for the dietribution of 1)lOrkerpoetry. There are moves
afoot to change this situation and it will be. interesting to
observe the politics (in the broader sense) 9f this medium of
reproduction.

As it stands there is no doubt that certain styles and
mt:!ssageshave been privileged by the producers Cif audio
cassettes. Shifty Records in Johannesburg has used their
resC'lurcesto record~and distribute Mbuli but hcve failed to do
the same for the worker LzLmbongi.. The CWLP project has, on the

.(::rhand, tended to privilege izibollgo-based poetry, although
it has published the work of some of the youth poets. These
biases would .appeaz to be a result of a complex of factors,
including the practical question of (regional) access but also

\'

'(,

cenc'X"allyinvolving the value systems of those in control of the
process.

The televisual medium has the massive advant.aqe of
repa-oducfnq both che visual and the aural E!ffects of the
performance. Even heret howevert the visual impact of a figure on
a small screen cannot be seriously be compared to that of the
live figure on a massive stage, surrounded by colourful banners.
The me~er of the live audience can also look around him/her at
the massive crowd and be Anspired by its sheer visual size. The
televisual image is two dimensional and the viewer cannot see the
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uca.Le of the stage:, nor have a senee of his/her own physical and
symbof.Lc location in the crowd.

The performance, in the live event, iffpreceded by speeches,
3loganeering and probably a lens-thy bus ride that usually entails

:.:)';Jettingup early in the morning, moving to a central collection
:?ointI singing and danci::lgon the bus and shoutl.ng out of the
'(,1indowsat symbols of authority. The viewer is forced to watch
what the oame ra operat.or and the editor chose to select I whereas
in the live performance the audience members can look in any
direction they choose.

Similarly the sound reproduction leaves much to be desired.
It is t1s'.lallysignificantly softer and, like the visual image,
comes at the viewer from only one direction. In the live
perform~nce the sound surrounds one, bouncing off the sides of
the st'iidium,echoing and filling one's eardrums. The bass sounds
oft.ellliterally shake one's insides and the treble can hurt one's
ear s .

According to the CWLt=> survey 25.4 percent of their
respondents own a cc.Icur television set and 20.1 percent own a

.(i.]...." .\
, \

)

•••1 1

J I
~0

~\, .' ',' ". ' 1\~i

black and whi.ta set - which makes for a total of 45.5 percent
(similar to attendance at the rallies). Although the survey aleo
pointe to low usage cf these sets (26.6 percent watch for less
than one hour per day), the potential is clearly there for

q

television to be aL' far more significant medium than it was at the
time of the survey. Hm'l7evel."~.•.the South African Broadcasting

(/

Corporation (SJ\BC) haSt hist~rically discriminated against
oppositional culture. This may change in the near f ut.ure and ,
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like radio, television could be the one "of the moat significant
media for the lIpublication" of worker poetry in the future. At
the time of my research, however, while cultural activists had
relatively easy access to video cameras this did not apply to
editing or broadcasting egujpment. Those videos that were
recorded largely remained in the offices I catalogued and stored
on ehelves, waiting for some future date when ~hia source
material could be edited and broadcast.

One of the more significant recordings is the",Video News
Service's documentary video on worker culture, GomQelling
Freedom. This illustrates the wi .iF.: rangE: of pe rfioztnance styles
(from oral to writterO and includes footag~ )f th~ 'worker poets
talking about their craft; perfoxmi.nq a. :Ila~[)raIl: ,~s. Interviews
were conducted with Hlatswayo, th~n National CQ-o:r.dinatorof the
Cosatu Culture Unit and Frank Meintjies, then Publicity Officer
for Cosatu, about the broader signi:ticanc..'~of worker culture. It
is unlikely that this has been wid~ly viewed, howev~r, and the
medium remains largely unexplored for its obv~ou~ potential as a
means of reproducing and disseminating work~r poetry.

;A1·.1
i• •

I

j 0 1

j j:. .
~

"'Ui.•.·.
o

......•...•; \ .. ..".. ~

A point that;has often been missed is the extent to which the
worker poets of the late 1980' s rode to fame ori:'\atidal wave, not
only of mass mobilisation, buy also of foreign funding. It was an
opportunity which is unlikely to be repeated for some tim~. In
the 1980s the ~~,ss meetings, the books, the tapes, 1..'1.f' workshops,
in fact practically all of the activities discussed in this
study, were fiundcd by foreign organisations. In the 199013
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cultural organisations are trying to face ~p to the reality of
'()

donor fatigue and the different mode of politi~s forced by
negotiations.

While these organisations were often weak on the
technological front (rels:tive to the state and business) they
were even weaker at effective sales and distribution. While the
poets received 'saturation coverage' at the mass ;rallies, they
wer.e unable to publish their lnaterial widely enough to create a

,\. .

truly national audience. Booka were produced ~ut they were hardly
ever distributed effectively. Tapes were produced but they did
not ever come close to rivaling the big bands or even the
recordings of local maakanda muad.c.i.ans., The momentum of struggle
poetry was almost entirely dictated by the pace of political
mobilisation.

One possible exception to this is Mbuli who, th:o:ol.lghthe
successful marketing mentioned earlier, established an early
advantage over his contempora:dea (and competitors, though few
would have conceded this at the time). The target market of his
works, the urban youth, were reached effectively and bought his
poetry avidly. It was therefl..iI'enot surprising to discove:r:yout.h
in Durban modelling himself /t:·nhim - t.o the point where some of
them were frequently r.eferred to by older poets as litheMzwakhe
clones" .

• Popular poetry Ii is unlikely to ever be accorded t.he same
saturation coverage again. Even though a change of government
could provide greater·access to state media (which could in 'turn
lead to greateT commercial possibilities), the forms that the.,

'l···· •

\
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mass media are likely to take will probably not be as friendly to
oral poetic performances as the mass i':ralliesof the 1980s. Thus,
even though cultural workers could cry to emulate the multi-media

,',
"'I

effect described above, it is unlikely th~t they will have the
same impact. The reasons for this relate not only to the inherent
qualities of the mass media but also, and perhaps more

dispersal Ii> fracturing of theimportant;.ly,to the gradual and
interpretive community which was so united in ite opposition to
apartheid. Having hundreds of thousands (or even millions)
viewing poetry on the nat Lonaf television network will not be the
same as attending the rallies.

On the other hand, we can expect to aee , as evd.denced in the
CWLP's current emphasis, cultural activity going back to its
\rbots' - to the resilient popular forms that. preceded ol~ganised

!\\, 'st.ruggle culture' I such as makwaya, maakanda and so on.
In 1989 I attended a seminar in Zimbabwe on Culture and the

Labour Movement. The Zimbabwe Independence Day celebrati(,na,
attended by myself and a group of worker performers, gaVE:!'us what
could pessimi.stically be considered a glimpse into the future. A
soccer stadium, usually full for soccer matches, had

'f'~'.'.'.
"

•
.I

approximately 5 000 people watching cultural events and listening
to speeches by President Mugabe. Compared to the au:iiences :back
home, to say there was a distinct lack of enthusiasm would be a
.'3eriousundexat acement . That night, back in the hotels, the
Chimerenga music of the Bhundu Boys and Thomas Mapfumo
entertained thousands of paying "consumers". The theatre of the
Zimbabwe Theatre Alliance, apparently widely popular in the rural
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areas, is highly critical of the politicians and has to both fund
itself and find its own audiences. In this light the attemptl3 by
the rulers to keep resistance culture alive - in the name of
Zimbabwean nationalism - seemed contrived and artificially
imposed. Whether or not we see a similar retreat of what can now
legitimately be regard~H as mass popular resistance culture
depends ..Inwhat takes place in the broader political arena in the
next few years.

It is clear from the above that, at present, while worker poetry
is most significantly distributed and received through oral
performances, other media have played a significant role. None of
the poets have any real power over the technology of reproduction
- it is negotiated by the editors and producers - who packaqe
their works in particular ways. While the questions about the
significance of including audience response and discussion of
context were discussed with some of the poets, these dec+ad.ons

f.
I
1 •

were ultimately made by thE::producers. Few of the poets have the
ski)ls or the resources to package and market themselves. Neither
are t:he different poets in equal positions of power - this too
dppends a number of factors. It is incre&8ed by their level of

(rco
literacy. Ntanzi is powerful on the stage but has to re~.y on
translators and editors to publish his work. Unable to speak
English, he cannot even check the translations of his work.

<I Even in performance, when the poets do exercise control over
"what; chey say and how they say it, they do so only for brief
moments and their performance is framed by forms of power
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exercised by political leadership figures. The poets have little
power over the place and time of the performances. None of the
published collections were edited by worker po~~s themselves -
although Hlatswayo did help collect the material for ~i~ t2 the
~nQ and the Statfrider Worker ~llture edition,171 and CWLP
publications were of course produced in consultation with Malanga
and Qabula (as they work for CWLP). Apart from the trade union

/! '

newspapers (which are themselves produced by the "official"
strata within the labour movement) all the printed collections of
worker poetry were published by CO£law or CWLP, the tapes by CWLP,
the video recordings were m~de by Video News Services, ~~p and
Audio Visual Alternatives.

Therefore while the poets may be regarded by Ngoasheng as
"organic intellectuals", t.hebooks, tapes and videos and even to
an exten~ the performances are highly processed and not so simply
"organic" (IIWeorganize and educate"), Similarly Sitas argues
that in the mas£'!events "the r'!lationship is not one of
spont.aneous ~elf-communication in black communities; it is,
rather embedded in power relations" ("Voice and gesiture"). The
published texts, cassettes and video tapes cannot therefore be

nI,
taken as unproblematic expressions o:f Ifpopular sentiment".

The "poetic license" that worker poet:..,exercise is also
therefore a highly mediated one. It is only in the broadest sense

o

1)1. Ear to the o;(Q\.mdi. CYlltenmQ;(aryWQ~ke ..POE:ts (Johannesburg:
eosaw. 199i)i F. Meintjies and M. Hlatswayo, eds.,
Staft.*d~ 8.3&4 (1989) .

•
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that one can argue, as I have, that the audience and the poets
are willing agents in the consolidation and expansion of their
interpretive community.

On the other hand, .lo-one can control the interpretation of
the poetry. It is received and Q*ally negotiated by members of
the audience. Their 'votes' are not registered (nor can they be)
and this study cannot claim to have exhaustively rnapped out the
precise terrains 0:( ideological response. All I have done is to
register the fact of the contests and attempted to explore the
ways in which it t.:;.k~splace.

The ways i l which worker poetry is used an Lnce Ll.ect.uel,
zeaouz'ce are therefore highly complex and significantly mediated
by a range of forces. The meanings communicated in and through
the poetry are significantly affected by the medi~ through which
it reaches its audience.

Despite this, 'worker poetry has not been subjected to highly
authoritarian methods of control. The power wielded by
~ntellectuals and union officials has not been used to censor the
poets or prescribe what they should say or how they should say
it. Up to now the poets have had relative freedom to communicate
ideas as they have seen fit and, as has previously been argued,
they have enjoyed significant levels of support from their
organisacions and service organisations such as CWLP. In the

• future, however, this support may well dwindle as these
organisations see their priorities changing. For p.xample, the
recent stress of negotiations has definitely lead t6 a scaling
down of the mass rallies which have been so signifi,\~nt in

,if•
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enabling the dialogue between the poets and their audienceJ:!l.
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CONCLUSION

•

When worker poetry was recorded and reduced to paper and various
forms of magnetic tape, it was changed from a performance taking
plade within a specific (and more Jitsible) context into a
I'decontextualised" form. Decontextualisation embodies the
exercise of power, as does the consequent process of
recont.extualisation. A number of readers of these texts were
incapable of imaginatively "compJ.eting-"these recordings. Instead
they applied a ranse of interpretive strategies and conventions
to the poetryr\that led them to conclude that these texts could
not be regarded as poetry. On the other hand, a number of critics
have attempted, throuyh their critical work, to "recontextualise"
the texts in ways that provided ;tnsights in to the social and
aesthetic contexts of the works.

In attempting to extend the reach of the latter category of
critical readings, my research entailed exploring beyond the
recorded text. My intention was to develop an understanding of
the contexts in which the poetrry.was performed and the diff~rent
responses which met the performances. I have tried to organise my
insights into a particular conceptual framework which I believe
helps to understand the complex ways in which worker poetry has
both emerged from and entered into the lives of its performers
and its audience. There are alsc, of course, many weaknesses anG
gaps in my uhderstanding of the contexts and processes I have
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attempted to describe. My own biased have obvi<;'·.,lslycoloured the
!

way in which I have discussed the poetry, as no-one is able to
escape what Bauma.n and Briggs have called IIfalde objectivity"
(68). I have thus entered into the highly contested terra~n of
interpretation.

Looking at poetry from an audience perspective is, at Qne
level, an impossible act of L ''r:l?.cetivesuicide. In theory it

)

enLails suspending one's own interpretive strategie..sfor lonq
enough to see the poetry as it is seen by the audiences for whom
it was primarily intended. In practice this off~m
modifying one's own perspective and necessitating
of a new set of interpretive conventions.

Perhaps the most fundamental change in my understanding of
worker poetry was my recognition that the art of this poetry
~.ffentfti1:r lay in its performance. And that, abovu all, the

'\

audience ~\s looking for an artistic performance. I have
therefore become increasingly aware of the consequences of seeing
worker poetry as more thdn a set of prin~ed texta. :r no longer

-1]

see worker poetry as lithebase of a str")!"'igpoetic hnd literary
movement". I .now see it .ali!. a powerful movement that has gained
much of its poetic force from two major sources. The first was

J
t 'the fact that it was rooted in poetic conventions organic tv its

predominantly Aiifican audience. Equally important was the ways in
which the poetry rh.a's articulated desires and concerns whi.ch are
close to the hearttJ of this audience.

At the time of writing this conclusion, efforts to create
peace in Nntal were, to use a trq_gically well worn phrase,
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balanced on a knife-~<!!;!e.Although negotiations al:ldpeace-talks
appeared to J:i~ve succeeded in lowering the deat"ihtc.-.l; ·;r~.oradic

, ' - \\

maasaccee still continued to punctuate the dialogue. In one
particularly s-{" -:~fical\tpeace agreement, Inkatha and ANC Leadez-s

in Bi t.hen La, .d . _ ~ ,..:de Port Shepstone dipped their hands - "lock(~d
in a firm handshake" .-into a bucket; filled with water and goat 's
blood.172 The ritual was overseen by a local sangoma, Mpiyaka
Nxasane I who encouraged ANC and Inkatha :supporters to rep~a t.: the
ritual. Not all did. About d week later ten ANC supporting
refugees I who had retu1,:'nedhome following the peace accord, were

..J

cut down by AK47 fire as theY lay in their beds.
The peace ritual relied on the common Zulu identit:les.'\ofthe

warring parties. The (hopefully temporary) failure of the ~itual
and the aa"l'eeme;Q.fLto achieve pF.laceshows that those identities,
as 1 have arSfl.led,coexist with other powerful and conflicting
identities. l'oiOl3t often such rLt.ua La have been utilised t.c
authorise war and encourage individuals to perform horrific acts
of violence OIl their neighbours.

In recent yaars the izibongo has also been utilised as a
means of auth0risillg and extending the political contestEJ. Wo:o:ker
poets, in drawing on the poetic conventions of t..heizlbongo: have
usp-d this powerful intellectual resou.rce in a way that has played
a significant role in building the organisational strength and
support of both the labour movsment, and the ANC. In dOl-ng so the

172. F. Chothia, IIWhere 8laughter Means an End to the Killings,"
The Weekly Maj.l, 2 .A.pril1993, 10.
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poets were taking the political contest into their own hands and
aceing as agents in the ongoing conflict. Worker poetry has
indeed been, as Qabula puts it, one of many weapons. Oth9r poets
have drawn on different poetic conventions with which they have
become familiar and used these to speak to people who see the use
of the izibongo, in Hlatswayo's interpretation of their
sentiment, as turning the clock back.

Their uae oE these \w~apons' has not, however, been cynical
or m£l.liciouEl.The poets I spoke to sincerely believed that the
labour moveme:nt and the ANC represented their interests and that
the organisations' victories would lead to peace and improved
cond it.Lona of life '.•Their poetry has therefore been deeply

Iiembedded in and con(:jtitutiveof the different interpretive
communities which have emerged within and around the competing
political parties. Neither has worker poet.ry d::meisted of simple
political rhetoric and sloganeering. That there are slogans at
the borders of thei.r performances is not in question, nor is the
fact that some of the poets have performed poetry which barely
raises itself above the J.evel of rhetoric. T~e majority of the
worker poets, though, see themselves as artists. ThE'\ytake great
~are in composing their poetry and are, as discus~ed above,
conscious of the demands of their craft. Their audiences do not;
participate in poetic pe~formances in the same way that they do
in sonqs , dances or apeeche.a. They recognise the poetry ].spoet 'l

.1

and judge it a~cording to the conventions which they have learned
mark poetry as something different to other forms of
communicat ,"0n.They do appreciate those poems wh,ich art.iculat.e
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ideas and experiences which they can identify but this is not the
same as enjoying bad poetry simply because it says the right
things.

These audiences see themselves as part of a political
movement aimed at improving thei, way of life. Some may be more
enthusiastic than others about the ideas, va Iues and pol:!..tical
strat~gies that the leadership espouses. There are, I have tried
to reflect, significant. differences and tensions within the
labour movement, as there are within the ANC (and any political
p. rty for' that matter). These tensions relate not only to the
often Lnvoked categories of race, class, gender and ethnicity but.
also t~ the specificities of political conflicts and numerous
other;!factors which I have touched on (such as place of
resid.-ence,exposure to various cultural forms, religiolls
affiliation &nd so on). Those that attended the rallies were,
howeve r , on the whole united by their common (if tentative and
teT.llporarylallegiance to these organisations'.

I have argued that the audience has played a significant
nqrt, not only in the emergence and :recognition of worker poetry
but also in shaping the specific forms the poems have taken.

1
'Je·
1 i? .
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Powev~r, I have also asserted that neither the poets nor their
audiences acted in isolation. They were, in turn, profoundly
influenced by politi(!al and social developments. It is therefore
temnting to argue that t.here is, in t.he definition of the
emerging genre of wOJ::kerpoetry, a \symb~;.uticrelat.ionship'
between th~ poets, their audiences and the offici?l st.ratum of
the movements within which they function.
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The idea of a 'symbiotic relationship' iSt of course,
problematic insofar as it masks the exercise of various forms of
power. And the exercise of power by intellectuals has long bee~
an important subject of academic discussion. I have attempted to
map out some of the ways in which power has been exercised by the
various parties, as well as the limits and extent of that power.

At one level, the poets have been influenced by the ideas
which have reached them via their involvement in the unions and
political organisations. But I never saw, or heard of, the
leadership of these organisations actually instructing the poets
what; to say or how t.o say it. The poets are 'products' in that
they draw on a range of ideas and forms which they have
experienced in many different cont.exts but they are agents in
that the ways in which they selectiv~ly draw upon and organise
this \raW' m&tel:ial' is their own work. Worker poems are not
'workshopped' in the same ways that worker plays are. Although
t.he poets do rehearse in each others' company, the individual
poems are already composed and arp w.:;tsignificantly modified as
a result of feedback. Their poetic works have been multi-vocal in
naturEi",reflecting the diversity of their origins, the complexity
of ,their identities and the internal heterogeneity of the
Lnt.e rpxec i.ve community.

Furthermore, the leadership of political organisations often
have extremely limited authority over popular ideas. They can and
do channel discQurae in ways that suite their own agenda but they
cannot determine the precis,e ways in which peop Le appropriate and
modify t.hcae ideas. That wor1<.erpoetry is an eclectic mix of
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different ideas and cultural influences is ample evidence of
this.

the shape and frequency of these spaces. Funding is d~'ing up and

The way in which the power of union and political leadership .:
has been mostly significantly exercised is in defining 'the spaces
through which the poets met their audiences. And the officials of
"cultural I.)rganisations!!- such as Cosaw and CWLP - have played at

\1

central role in organi~ing the utilisation of these spaces. The
latter have also actively sought to create new spacea - both for
oral performance and for the distribution of the poetry in print
and on video- and audio-cassett~s. Publi~hing i~\any form is a

\1,
'\bapital- and techr~orbgy-intensive activity, Which' has caused a

dis~mpowering reliance on organisational (both political and
cultural) leaderehip. One of the most significant chan~es that
has been. taking place since ! conducted my resear.ch has been in

the poetry is crippled. As I experienced in my intervi~~sl no

mass rallh~s have I as I have already mentioned, are bec'bming both
less frequent and lees significant in influencing the directions
taken by the political leadership.

Outside of the ('liveperformance, w;j.thoutan active audience,
l'

Iecording End p'lblishing techno,l,ogyis able: to r~p\'(.>ducethe
dynamic relationship between poet and audience that t'hl::>..1i.ve·
perfiormance can , Tele'l{isionallows us to see dr-aas, gest~~e and\,

to h"ear tone of voice but we t the viewers, are still largely
insulated from other people. Theatres do provide thel1opportunity
for interaction between audience and performer but in a rore

1/formal ambience than a h.uge open-air meeting. Of cou.rs~,
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indigenous ora;L forms have :retained their energy c J ,,"itality
through cellturie~"of colonialism and through the POflt~coJo:tlial
decades. They wili remain important at the level of people's
everyday lives, particula~ly in rural settings. It is, however,
highly romantic to believe that oz'aL forms will re~~ ...."uaffected
by, for exa,TltPle,maaa literacy campaigns &nd the dominance of
technologies which, whatever else their strengths, necessarily
imply a deg:r.eeQf alienation of performer from audience. The new
cultural gatekeepers, schooled in urban areas and weaued on m~ss
media, ,nay not appreciate the rich ctiltural pool that constitutes
indigenous oral forma. Many still see literacy as a panR.cea and,
conversely, 'ilL.teracy' as a disease that must be IIstamped out".

\\The actual and anticiptlted diminishing of performance spaces
situate)d in the political organisations has led many of the key
figu.:t·esin worker culture to dedicate :......::n.aeedenergy to
contesting the official bastions of culture. The performing ar.ts
councils and the SABe - whir~ receive significant sums of "tate
funding - are under increasing pressure to reconstitut ...,
themselves in more open and accessible ways. This contest for
official spaces has taken over from previous attempts to struggle
for spaces within the unions and polit~cal organisations. The
previously intimate relationship betwe~b the latter and the

o

performers is showing misrns of extreme f!t;resEIas different
cultural organi.se.tions and institutions compete to establish who
will control state resources allocated to culture,

The unlty that was created by being part of an opposition
movement is bound to disintegrate as the players move to become
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/,;'1 (;~!iJpart of the new government. Many of the !poet/)who emerged dU1"'ing
the period leading up to and dU:~'ingmy reseal:.·chhave now i.eft the
factory floor and ar~ t'prking in culture and media institutions.
Some are h~ading into posi'.:ionsas part of the new cultural
bureaucracy while other~,less well equipped with lite:racy and
English lang¥age skills are sinking back into thei,'t'working'
lives. Whether the former, the nascent officials, will open '.lP

"~!

further. opportunities for the latter remains to be seen.
'Worker poetry was a process thewti.saw the poets (and their

poems) riding the crest of a wave that will in time subel-de and
change its form. The interpretive community that propelled them

'.! \~\'" .' i_'

OI'J.tostages has shit\.~)lfdand chanped as waves do when they meet
p

other waves or embr'ace new obat.ac'Lee. The contours of the
interpretive community are rapidly being redefined and, although
1t present it appears that th~re i~a significant level of chacs,

f ~

a new wave form will emerge to propel new cultural forms into
prominence. While it is impossible to speculate what t.hese new
form~ will look like, we can be fairly c€:.t;'tainthat they will be

\i

matat~pns of the old( as was worker poetry.
\
"\

Th" old "frozen moments" (as Sitas once called recor:dings of
\\\ ,\

performa:t~ces')will fade illprominence as editors, pub Liahez'a,
\

tt:lev:.l.sion.producers and academic researchers scramble to freeze
and thus cOJIlmoditise the new. Some of these "ga.tekeepers" will

, i

inevitably compaz-e the new with what; has gone before. Hopefully
they will be aided by efforts such as this study in seeing the
past more clearly.
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APPENDIX A

QsPula's un;publiebed reply to Abrahams and AaYiJ;1~

I would like to apologise to !1i.:' Lionel Abrahams and Mr Farouk
Asvat for having the audacity' u, think that I could be a poet of
their quality and standing, ·X cbv.iouaLy do not make the grade. I
would serve my class and Cl,';,mtml!\'icybetter r suppose by being w1J.at
I really ought to be: a fC)1:'.1i.ft driver in a rubber factory at
which after ten years expez Lence I am sure I can rank with tile
best, earning a decent wage.
And I agree with Abrahams that. our livet::!like our poetry are
simple and filled with minor achievements and the memories of
"yt. -baasr shoe-shine boys, cane-cutters, waiters and miners who
leave behind them few traces but debts.
"Jd I also wOr'ry that I needed help to under&tand their letters,
.id to tray and understand why so much contempt was being

sl~owered on us. And why racist slurs on the izimbongo tradition
we1t:'eaired, t still don't understand. What I could read behind
y6~r criticism of Cronin was a total contempt for what we do, we
believe in and strive to achieve.
I know I am a simple man with little education, but I do have a
history and my people have a histcry that spans many years and it
is a history I have rarely seen in IVlnyof your learned books.

:laps we come from different worlds: I wad there to hear the
des of my grandfather who was a transport-rider who refused
bow down to wage-labour. He was wiped out by the railways. I

was there to hear of stories from my father about the miners'
strikes of 1946. I saw hi"YIdying sp:i)ttingblood over one Xmas. I
saw most of my uncles die of lung di~eas.e. 1 was there to witness
our rebellion in Pondolana. against the genocidal trusts, and ate
roots and crickets in the forests singi!lg Congress songs. And
later I.boa:trdedthe train to migrancy on the mines at
Carletonville to eat sour porridge and later to Ethekwini to
harvest sugar cane and to wOrk at rubber. r struck, I got
unionised, 1 led as a shop-steward, in FOSATU then in COSATU, I
sung and recently orated words of struggle. Now I hear gunmen are
looking for ways to send us to our ancestors upstairs. Ana the
toll in bodies is i!J.creasigand people keep on asking me to stand
up and o~ate, dnd I orate in the best way I can.
You can deny me, as educated people, the right to be called a
poet but do not falsify my plight: I praise no chiefs, I only
p!"aise rough hands that hold the plough, in rough words and with
a heavy tongue.
But one thing you must both grant me: the fundamental right to
communicate with my fellow human beings, to communicate my
experiences, to tell others that I am still alive and that I can
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still sing despite oppreosion, and that I can demand in whatever
form, as a migramt, the right to share a 11fe with my oelovea;
without her or me having to earn it by working fo~ the kitchens
of a Mr Abrahams or a Mr.Asvat. To also say this without needing
certificates of poetry from anyone. We have not arrived here to
collect cru~bs from any tables. Grant us that, and I will be
content with my world. .
Alfred Temba Qabula
Worker's Cultural Local
COSATU, Du:rba.n

l~\.\'.\.
,\~

o
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APPENDIX B

A12breyiatiQnsi.mnm Sitas, A., ed. Black Mawa Rising, English edition.
Durban: CWLP, 1989.
Sitas, A., ed. alack Mamba Rising, Zulu edition.
Durban: CWLP, 1989.
Ear to the Ground; CQntp.m~orary Worker Po~ts.
Johannesburg: Cosaw, 1991.
Izins;ingi2'J..;__lQydHaile; Liyes. Durban: CWLP, 1989.
Personal collection.
S01J,th,African LabQur Bulletin.
Staf~ride ..8.3/4 (1989).
Write.s NQt~.

Izin,sing;j,zi
PC
~
Sta~~:mm.
Note: The referen~e numbers at the end of items recorded on
audio-cassette r~fer to the tapes in my own collection.
Recordings are referred to by the names of the events at which
they were recorded. the date on which these. everits took place,
the venue at which they took place and the name/s of the
person/people who recorded the material. The master-recordings of
all tapes referred to are housed at the O{LP, Sociology
Department, University of Natal, Durban. See Appendix C for the
Table of Contents of the selected audio-cassette Hnd video-
cassette recordings included with this thesis.

)

The poems listed include all poems referred to in this study and
those recorded and/or published 'in the journals in which worker
poetry normally appears. I hav~ not attempted to differentiate
between worker poetry and other categori~s of poetry.
AnonymQ.'Wl
1. liTheQuiet Storm. II }:WJ;l 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 31.
2. IIRecessiqp.sof the Africans." :mm. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 32.
~lose ' ...Nls.1.l.11JleJs;Q
3. "Facing a storming p':!ril."mm. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 79.
4. "Human Portions. " :i'n:'m. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 79.
Celer Bongani
5. "He was a child of the soil." mw. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 71.
6. IIWomen of Africa." mm 1.3/4 (MclY 1990): 71.

o
~krnll§ XOU:t.hGhoi.r
7. Untitled. Vidl~o-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released

political pr'Laone ra {Sisulu at al). n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (SoccElrCity), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg I CWLP .

•
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Clegg, Jor.nux
8. "Isikhiye." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released

political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP.

GYmbi, NQnhlanhla
9. "This time next week." m:m. 1.3/4 (May 1990); 71.

Gwala, MQn<Ui
10. "A sad and angry poet - thinking aloud." :m'm. 1.3/4 (May

1990);72. ()

Hlatewayo, Mi ~~
11. "Yavuka yagoqana Imamba Emnyama Kwalala Uyaca." m1BZ. 33.
12. "The Black Mamba Rises. 11 ~ 25.
13. "Isililo Sabal3eb~nzi.1Ii.MEZ. 36.
14. "Workers' Lamentation for Ancient Africa." ~ 29.
15. "Thina Baeebenzi Singabakhathazekile.lf mm.z 39.
16. "We Workers A:t:'ea Worried Lot." ~ 32.
17. "Mphephetwa Khula. II .ID!1RZ 44.
18. "Sprout Further Jabulani Gwala." .a.M.RE 35.
19. "Shwele Samson Cele." .l2MRZ 42.
20. "Tri}:'\uteto Samson Cele." m1.RE. 37.
21. "Kmdunge Owaba Sezimpini Zombang'd." .l2.MRZ 46.
22. IITribute to Mdunge." ~ 40.
23. "To you comrades P Sibiya, S Ngubane, F Mnikathi, A

Nkibande.1I ~ 12.2 (Jan. 1987): 2.
24. "Ngungundlovu A Salutation." .QAl& 13.2 (Feb. 1988}: 44.
25. nThe Workers' Trail.1I Staff 106.
26. IiLearni:'.'lgto Speak, Learning to Write, Learning to FlQat."

HNR 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 29.
27. "Waiting for our-ae Ivee . II ~ 1. 5 (Jan. 1991): 4.
28. "Isihlibl:u." !iNR 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 4.
2£,~ "Solomon Mahlangu." l'lliIl1.5 (Jan. 1991): S.
30. "Msebenzi Khuluma." N.Nla 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 6.
31. "Senganele." ~ 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 6.
32. "Phangisa Msebenzi." nTIl 39.
33. "Ukufa." m',Q; ,40.
34. "Isihlibhu. It ~ 41.

!i

Hlatswayo, Mi S'1lJ,lIDQ !And Alfr~d I:emba'Qap~la
35. liThe'l'earsof a Creator.".s.AL!a11.3 (Jan. 1986): 61.
36. "Izjnyembezi Zomsebanzi." .aMRZ 116.
37. "The Tears of a Creator. II ~ _\.

o HlatswaYQ, Mi S'pymQi Alfred.Qal2.\U9:i Sipho NdlQYJ.!
38. Untitled medley. Video-cassette. Rec. n.d. CWLP .
.K;tQ~g, Steve
39. "An instant before the egG'hit the ground." tllil2. 1.2 (Jan.

1990): 49.
40. liTheYoung Lions." Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26

Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium. CWLP.
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fv1aj QZi. M.Q.
41. UFanyana.":wm. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 10, also. E'l'~~6~.
42. "Ukuf i.ka eThekwini. 'I NN12. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 10.
Malange. Niee",
43. "Mina Engingasebensi." lk"fRZ. 57
44. "I, the Unemployed." ~MIm. 51.
45. "Umhla Wokuqala KuMay 1985." .l2.MR.~ 59.
46. "First.:of May." ~ 53.
47. "Lenkondlo Ingumnikelo Kumf owe thu ukadd taeLa , 11 ~ 60.
48. "Poem Dedicated to Brother Andries Raditsela. 11 ~Ylm 5":;
49. "Namuhla." ~ 64.
SO. "Today." ID!IRE 56.
51. "A Time of Madness." Izipsingizi 14.
52. "Night!:3hiftMother. I! IziP,l3ing;i.2!i18.
53. "Long Live Women." Izinsil'lgill20. ,
54. "Isimo Esibucayi.. II l...zinsingi'Zii22.
55. 11 Isimo Esibucayi." Translation. l~...insj,ngizi24.
56. "So Now The Leaders." ~, 1.2 (Jan. 1990): 37"

Malange. Nisei Gladman NgubQ; Welile Wshasha; Mad:~inyoka Ntanzj,;
Q'Themb;i.soZikhsli

57. Untitled medley. Audio-cassette, Rec. A.N.C. 48th Conference
Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban. Jurgen
Brauninger. 1.1.8

Mann. Chris
58. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1~190.

King's Park Stadium. CWLP.
Masupg,. Meshg,cJ,s
59. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released

polit.ical prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. KromLerg, CWLP.

Mattera. Don
60. "This Land. II Video-casset.te. Rec. Workers' L:;'braryLaunch.

n.d. CWLP
Mbul i r Mzwakbe I)

61. Various. Mzwakh.!i.....NP..l.l:..li_:tifhe Feople I Ii! Poet...:..Prod. Video News
Service, n.d.

62. "Who is in Lusaka/The Stalwarts." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally
to welcome released political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d.
First National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S.
Kromberg I C"WY...P.

63. "Triple M." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released
political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP.

64. Untitled, Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released
political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Jor_annesburg. S. Kromberg I CWLP.

65. liTheStalwarts.1I Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb.
1990. King's Park Stadium, Durban. CWLP.

o

t
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Mh],ongo, Edmund
67. "The Attack of the Python." WNB1.1 (Sept. 1989): 33.

-
MguyQ, l?inki and Mqyduzi MthembJJ.
66. IICome comrade come." :mm 1.3/4 (J.'.lay1990'; 74.

~Tllembink()fJ;j.
68. "Lorncebo wamacebo." :wNB 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 24.
69. "Uj ikanelanga - The Sunflower. II rll:m 1.:; (Jan. ',991): 24.

Mkhize, Mlungis;j.
70. "Ayi-hashi (not a hor-se) . II l.~ 1.3/4 (May 1990): 70.
71. "Just Before Embracing Dawn." ,;uins;j.ng;j.zi 26.
72. "Call to a Mentor." Izinsingizi:_28.
73. IIHow Can I Live Like a Bird.11 l.a..insingizi 3;.
74. "Come after tne thunder," .NIDi 1.1 (Sept. lSJ9): 5.
75. IIS0 this is ,love. II .w:m. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 5.
76. "A Wish." ~ ,.1 (Sept. 1989): 6.
77. lIlt never says QATHAAA.HHH."l'!l1m,1.1 (Sept, 1989): 6.
78. "Over the Bridge. 11 .mill. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 6. \
79. "Don' t Think of Me as Chaotic Writer." WN,H 1.)_ (Sept. 1989) ~

7.
'FtO. 1:A.Dj.rge for Sa.mora Machel.u :tlN!2. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 7.
81. 1!'1.6u i Ie not yet free! Sesinqobile! II ~ 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 8.
82. IIsili:llH .. Glee." :m.m. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): C.

Mlawu, James F.
83. "Flames of Greed." v."'1)W 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 23.

MJ.itw~, Zam9K.wakhe
84. I1Unedume:LaMbiza NC.ini." llli12. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 35,

r-'fntanY29r Vusi B.
85. "Aa i.naoaLa . 11 mm,' ,;1..2 (jan. 1990): 51. '.,J

o

~Qf9keng, B9;itymelQ
\ 6 lIThe March for Freedom: 22 sept .. , 1989: Durban. r .NNl2, 1.2

(Jan. 1990): 40.
87. Untitled I. WNB1.2 (Jan. 1990): 40.
88. Untitled II. ~ 1.2 (Jan. 1990): 41.

MQlQ.i, MathabQ
89. "Imisebe Eluhlaza I~ mm < ,2 (Jan. 1990): 39.

Mphal),lele, .Nkiijheng
90. "Believe me." ~ 1.3/4 (May 1990): 69.
91. liThe unbearable treasure." ""'"lNB1.3/4 (May i990): 70.

I
f 0
•*

Mtl),alane r-Sh~
92. liMy fire arm. II WNB 1.3/4 (Ma~' 1990): 73.
93 ~ I'Westmead Industrial Township at !"light. (I .m-m .1.3/4 (May

1990): 74.
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Mtshali. Canny /
94. "You and Me.'r' Yma 1.3/4 (May 1990): 75.

Mvelase~ Vusi
95. "Bezela Marne." NNIi 1.3c/4 (May 1990): 75.

N9idoo, Sa.na
96i,' "I Write." Izin£2:j.ngizi 31.
97. II I Remember. ,II Izinsinaizi 33.
98. Untitled. Addio-casset.t.e. Rec. Mandela RaIl". 26 Feb. 1990.

King's Park Stadium, ,~urban. David Marks. li{2. 2,'
Ndl§la, ~)) , •
99. "Vigil on the departed one.""WNB 1.3/4 (May' 1990)~ 66.
100. lIWanted." WNB1.3/4 (May 1990): 6C.
101. "Milking the last cow." !'llil21.3/4 (May 199:P): f"'J.
102. "The separatist." !'lliU 1.3/4 (May 1990): 68/,

Ngema. Charl§s /1

103. "The'Labo'lr Bill." lz.insingizi 37. ,

Ngobese e.. Alf.-§d Mkhonzeni
104. "Sure case, its capitalism. I. ~HB 1. 5 (Jan, 1991): 23.

~guban§, M~wakh§. f
105. JI~;ewAfrica." Music for Libera:t;ion. Audio· caetsette. Prod:

CWLP I 1990. Rec. St'tldio. Aug, ,1990. tJIusic 1 apartment I U of
Nata'J.. Jurqen Brauninger.j'

Ngubane. T,hand~
106. "r·,d¢n't know the reason." Y1NJ2. 1.3/4 (May, 1990): 68.

I
Ngu12o, Gla1mrul
107. "Parliament in my head. II WNB1.3/4 (May 1090}: 26,
108. "Koze kubenini na." wma 1.3/4 (M';,iY 1990): 27, also. ~ 69.
109. flKoze kubenini na.1I Translation. PC.
110. liThe Rising Sun. II :wlm 1.3/4 (May 19;10): 7 .
111. "The Rising Sun. II Audio-cassette. Rec. Ma: Day Cultural

Eve.,;.ing. 26 Apr. 1989, Sached Hall, Pinet(~wp.. Dan Wyman;
Dav~d Marks. 1.1.3 ~

112. "'Ermlululondini. II Vided:.J.cassett::.e. Rec. Mal;dela Hally. 26
Fe]." 1990. King's Park Stadium. Durban. ("'Tl )?

113. "Banlululondini." Audio-caE'ls(?tte. Rec. 1'-1w,1A.ela Rally. 26
Feb. 1990. King's Parl<'.Stadium. D'C'rban. Da.~id Marks. 1.2.3

114. "Bandlululondini. II People Mu~t._S_b.ar§,~Audib-cassette. Prod:
c. LP 1 1990. Rec. Studio. Sept. 1990. MUSiC\ D,epartment I U of
Natal. 'Jurgen Brauningp.r. ' ,

115. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C. 4B';:.h\conferenge Rally.
7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban. rurgen Bt.q:ouninger.
1.1.5. \

. i
NfI.lJ..bQ....._91admSl-!LJam.. the J?l.netown l.ulture Group} \
116. "Parliament in My Head. n Fe::.>:QleMust Sha~l Audiu-cassette.

prc.1d: CWLP, 1990. Reo . StntHo. Sept. 1990: \MUSi,c Department,
U (_;,;fNatal. Jurgen BrauniIlger. ,','



Nhlapo, M.f..t
117. "Sunrise (or Sunset) ." mm 1.3/4 (May 1990): 77.
118. "Dark Winter. 11\1 :mm. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 78.

~L _NtQmbenhle II
119. "The Mom('I').to~1Truth." ~ 1. 2 (Jan. 1990): 49

Nshash~, Welile
120. uInsusamabandla.1I Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C. 48th

Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. Klng's Park Stadium, Durban.
Jurgen Br~uninger. 1.1.7.

o

Ntanzi,.Madlinyo~~
'.21. Untitled. (Extract from unknown performance) Video-cassette

~~ling Freedom. Prc1. Video News Service, 1988.
122 . ."Kungani." l!1D. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 80.
123. "Ccawusa. II Staff 126.
124. "Maye Theleweni." Ntllii 1.3!-1: (May 1990): 81, also. ~G 77.
125. iJbani lsi tha ''Ii'' i.IIS.l 75.
126. m..t1.tled. (Ex,~ract from unknown performance) Video-cassette.

Compelling F#p..edom. Pr" d. Video News Service, 1988.
127. "Buya Mande1q1i." {l) s.t.1if..f 11l.
128. "Buya MandeliC" (2) Audi()-cassette. :E<ec.May Day Cultural

Evening. 26 I/~.pr. 1989. C'lajrwo(ld Trade Union Centre, Durban.
nan Wytl1an;~lavid Marks. 1. 1 .1.

129. "Buya MandE},la." (2) Video-cassette. Rec. May Day Cultural
Evening. ?'~ Apr. 1989. Clairwood Trade Union Centre, Durban.
C. D'Hotmi.iu, CWIIP.

130. "Buya Mandela." (3) Video-cassette. ReG: Rally to w~lcome0
released political prisone.a (Siaulu et al). n.d. Fir~t
National Bank Stadium (SoccE;r (..1.ty), ,Johann~sburg. S.
K.l:"ornberg,CWLP.

131. "Buya Mandela." (3) Transcrit-i ..:ion. PC.
132. "B~ya Mandela." (3) Translation. PC.
133. "Buya Mandela." (4) A'ldio-casset.te. Rec. Mandela Ral1~' ~6

Feb. 1990. King' 8 Park :.stadium, Durban. David Mar~cs 1..2 Ii,
134. 'Buya Mandela." (4) Video-cassette. Rec.' Man5ela Rally. 26

Feb. 1990. King's Park'Stadium, Durban. CWr..P.
135. "Buya Mandela.u (4) Translation. PC.
136. "Buya Mandela.11 (5) Audio-cassette. Rec , A.N.C. 48th

Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban.
Jurgen Brauninger. 1.1.4a.

137. "Buya Mandela." (5) Transcription. PC.
138. "Buya Mandela." (5) Translation. PC.
139. "Cetshwayo.n Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C. 48th Conference

Rally. 7 Jul.y 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban. Jurgen
Brauninger. 1.1.4b.

NX\Utlalo, Sandj,le
140. IICo'neback, heroes." :m:m. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 81.
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Nzimande ,'"·Bonginkosi
141. "Mhlaba Uyahlaba." Izinsingizi 39.
142. "Mhlaba Uyahlaba." Translaticn. Izinsingizi 42.
143. "Mgungundlovu." Izinsingiz;L 44.
144. "Mgungundlovu. II Trans:t.ation.l.~~nq~zi 47.

QaJ;;u·(la, . AJ,freg 'rembca
145. IIIzibongo Temba Qabl..lla.il aMR.z '1
146. "Praise Poem for Fosatu." .&ll.."vIR~ 8.
147. "Izibong(")zikaFosatu. T, Video-c;::,sse:...te.Rec. n.d. CWLP.
148. "Izibongo zikaFosatu." (Extract from performance at rscor

during strike) Video-cassette. CQmpelling freedom. Prod.
Video News Service, L988.

149. "Praise Poem to Fosatu." (2) PC
150. "Prai~e Poem to Fosatu." (2) Translation. PC.
151. "IZjbOrl~;~f"'~'kaFosatu." (Extract from performance at Iscor

during str~k~) Video-cassette. ~~ling freedom. Prod.
Video News Se:...vice,1988.

152. "Impi:.o Ngumalalephenduka." Video-cassette. Reo • n.d. CWLP.
153. "Impilo Ngumalalephenduka.!I m1BZ. 15.
154. "Impilo Ngumalalephenquka." Translat:.on. as "Migrants Lament

- A Song.") .l2.M.RE 14.
155. n I-.P~frika."l2MRZ, 17.
156. III-Afrika!fl'Tl nslati.on. as "Africa.") '.BMRE16.
157. "Ukufa Isitha Soluntu Nendalo." J2MEZ 21.
158. "Ukufa Isitha Soluntu Nendal0.11 Translation. as "Death.")

J?MFE 20.
159. "JangeJ.i!)we.IIStaff 135.
160. "Impilo Ngumalalephenduka." Audio-cassette. Rec. May Day

Cultural Evening. 26 Aur. 1989. Howar-d College 'rheatre, U of
Natal. Dan Wymani navid Marks. 1.1.2

161. "Amahlath' AmnY=ima ase Afrik.a." lzinsingizi 5
162. "Arr,ahlath'Amnya,la ase A.frika." Translation . .lgj._nsingi*i6
163. "At the dumping g:t:ound.11 ~ 1.
164. "Mother. II ~ 15.
:'65. "The Small Gateway to Heaven. I!.QIm 49, also. Iz;Lnsing;Lzi1.
166. "In the Tracks of Our Train. I!~ 69.
167. I!TheWheel Is Turning." ~ 98.
168. I!Th€:Black Buffalo of Africa. I!.c.aa 110.
169. "Usuku Lokubuya kwamaqhawe." mm 1.2 (Jan. 1990): 6.
170. "Amadelakufa.1! Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome

released Pl tical prisoners (SisuJ.u eL al). n.d. First
National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johanncnburg. S.
Kromberg, CWLP.

171,. "Amadelakufa. I! (2) Video-cassette. Rec Mandela Re.lly. 26
Feb. 1990. King/A Park Stadium, Durban. CWLP.

1'72. "Amade Lakuf a ;" ~ :.2 (Jan. 1990): 7.
173. "Amade Lakuf a." Translation. :mm 1.2 (J'an.1990): 9.
174. I!Sthandwa." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released

political prisoners (Sisulu et al), n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP.

:i.75. Sthandwa. I!HN.a 1.2 (Jan. 1990): 11.
176. "St.handwa." T:::-anslation.mm 1.2 (Jan. J990): 13.
177. I!Isilwane SaseNyakatho." :mm 1.2 (Joan.1990): J 4.
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Segaloe, Surprie.e.
178. "They." :mm. 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 23.

$hangase, Purit~
179. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C. 48.th Conference Rally.

7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban. Jurger. Brauninger.
1.2.1.

Sibiya, Delisil~
180. "Phela mina ngingunokugqilazwa. II .,.liNIt 1.3/4 (May 199C): 82.

Sil1Jiya! J9,bJ,llani
181. "Ngikhathele ngikhandlekile.":m:m. 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 21.
182. "Dedelani intsha. n ~ 1.5 (Jan. 1991): 22.

Sibiy~ ,
183. "Yini Kanthi (But; Why). II' ~ 1. 5 {Jan. 199J.) e 21.

.aikb.~~
184. "Give them peace. II Xll'l.Jl 1.3/4 (May 1990): 78.

ilias, ~i
185. "There Was a Time." lM.indingizi 7.
186. Untitled. Video-bassstte. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990.

King's Park Stadium. CWLP.
Thy.J,0, Ihabo
137. "Stray Person." mm. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 30.

j~kivanhu, SiphiwQ
188. "Conflicte..iSouls." NN}2.1.5 (Jan. 1991): 22.

Wo§iY<9.ne!T :IT •
189. IIInyoni." tllia 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 11.
190. "Kuf a." Jit'm. 1.1. (Sept. 1989): 11.

I 191. "Thamba Lami. II ~ 92.

XhongQ, Siph,Q
192. "Izibongo zeqhawe Inkosi Mhlabunzima Maphumulo." lW:a 1.3/4

(fVlay 1990}'; 83.
193. "Muntu omnyama wase South Aft·iea. I! ~ 1.3/4 (May 1990): 84.

xeni, Mandla (and the Ch'F§>~V'ille Xoy.th GliOY.p)
194. "Ngiphele.zele Siye eLusaka. II MYsic fQr r,.;i.be:t'iatiQn. Audio-

cassette. ?rod: CWLP, 1990. Rec. Studio. Aug. 1990. Music
Department, U of Natal. Jurgen Brauninger.

Zaca, NQkwazi
195. "Memeza qhawe Ie-Afrika." .mm. 1.3/4 (May 1990): 84.

Zikhali.l..JJ..' Th€.lmbis.Q
196. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C. 48th Conference Rally.

7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban. Jurgen Brauninger,
1.1.6.
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Zindeler Bonggnl
197. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990.

King's Park Stadium. David Marks. 1.2.4.
Zondi, B§\l;;i$!
198. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990.

King's Park Stadium. David Marks. 1.2.6.
199. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1.990.

King's Park Stadium. CWLP.
londir Henry
200. "Ezimayini." IzJ,nsivgizi 34.
201. "Mayel Mayelll m.m. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 34.
202. "To Robert Vusi Jila." :mill 1.3/4 (May 1990): 85.

ZQndi..z.-.J..c.
203. itAFear, A Hoper A Dream. It .s.t:.s.!f. 117.

~ulu, S,lis M.
204. "Galaxy of Human Land." m£e. 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 31.

ID.illql,\ ' D1,lmiflll.U205. "UbaJ;1..':.Omemezayo." .s.till 119~.
206. Untic.;Jd . Video'-cassette. Rec;\ May Day Cultural Evenlng. 26

Apr. 1989. Clairwood Trade un:~on Centre, Durban.
C. D'Hotmant CWLP.

(I

1\
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APPENDIX C
Tables of Contents for Audio-· and Yigeo-casse:ttes

Vide~" C$t~'uiJet:te

1. M!'lpli, Mw.'~e. liThe Spear Has Fallen. I, U1Z\lakp,e Mbuli; The
People's p~~ Video News Servjce, n.d.

2. Qa..bula,A.1J:~:ted. "Impilo Ngumalalephenduka. II Video-ca,ssette.
Rci'c.n.d. CWLP. 1)

3. --.--------. lIIzibo~~o zik~~(;Satu.II Vidr-0-cas:.:l.'.,.e.. ec. n.d.
CW!..IP. ,l /, '4. Hlatswayo, Mi r"Dutno; Alei ft-dQabulai $iphCl Ndlovu intit.Led
medley. Video-easse,t~e. ( /c. ,CWLP,.rrrd .

5. Zungu, Du.misanL Unt~tle<l. V~deo-cassette. Rec. May Day
ii Cultural Evening. 26 Apr. 1989. Clairwood Trade Union Centre,

Du~ban. C. D'Hotman, CWLP.
6. Ntanzi" Ma.dlinyoka. "Buya Mandela." (2) Vide?-cassette. Rec.

May Day Cultural Evel1irg. 26 Apr. 1989. Clairwcod Trade Union
Centre, Durb~,h. C. D'Hotinan,,CWLP.

7. Mattera, Don.>lITi1isLand ;" Video-cassette;. Ree. Workers'
Lib~~ry Launch. n ,d. CTfirllP'.~

8. Ntanzi, Madlinyoka. "BUYd l·;andela.1I (3) Vio.eo-~assette. Ree:
Rally to welcome released p~litic~l prisoners (Sisulu et all .
n.d. First Nationa:L Bank Stad1um (Soccer City), ~Tohannesburg.
S. Kro~erg, CWLP.

9. Clegg, Johrmy. IIIsikhiye.1I Video ...cassette. Ree: .Rflilyto
welcome released political pril$oners (SisuJ.uet al). n.d.
First National Bank Stadium ($'6ccerCity), Johannesburg. S.
Kromberg 1 CWLP. '."

10,) Qabula, Alfred. "Amadelakufa." Vd.deov cassaet.t.e. Rec: Rally to
welcome released political prisoners (Sisulu et aI). n.d.
First National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S.
KroInb'erg,CWLP.

11. ----- ..-- ..-. "Sthandwa." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome
released political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First
National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S.
Kromberg, CWLP.

12 .i/ Mbull, M:r.wakhe.nYlho is in Lusaka/The Stalwar.t8.11 Video-
cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released political prisoners
(Sisulu ~t al). n.d. First National Bank Stadium (Soccer
City), Johannesburg. S. Krott~erg, CWLF.

13. ----------_ "Triple M." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally tq welcome
released political prisoners {Sisulu et al). n.d. First
National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S.
Kromber91 CWLl?

14. ----------. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome
released political prisoners (S1sulu et al). n.d. First
National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S.
Kromberg, CWLP.

15. Masumpa, 'Meshack. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to
welcome released political prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d.

I;
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First Nationa~ Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannezburg. S.
Kromberg, CWLP.

16. Ntanzi, Madl.inyoka. "Buya Mandela." (4) Video-cassette. Rec.
Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Pa:rkStadium, Durban.
CWLP.

17. Nguho, Gladman. IiBandlululondini." Video-cassette. Reco
Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium, Durban.
CWLP.

18. .P1bulitMzwakhe. "The Stalwarts." Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela
Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium, Durban. cv.TLP.

19. Qabula, Alfred. "Amadelakufa." (2) Video-cassette. Rec.
"iar>dela.Rally.26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium, Durban.
GLP.

20. Zondi, Baba. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26
Feb. 1990. King 1 sPark Stadiu.a . CWLP.

21. Mann, Chris. Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26
~eb. 199v King's Park Stadium. CWLP.

22. Sitae, AIL Untitled. Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26
Feb. 199C. King's Park Stadium. CWLP.

23. ~omberg, Steve. "The Young' I ·~ons.II Video ·cassette. Rec.
Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium. CWLP.

24. Chesterville Youth Choir. Untitled. Video-cassette. ReG:
Rally to welcome released political prisoners (8isuln et al) .
n.d. First National Bank Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg.
S. Krombe~g, CWLP.

25. Qabula, 1.lfred. "Izibongo zikaFosatu." (Extract from
performance at Iscor during at ri.ke)Video-cassette. CQmp~llin'1
;Fre~gomt Prod. Video News Service, 1988.

26. Ntanzi, Madlinyoka. Untitled. (Extract from unknown
performance) Video-cassette. CQmpelling Freegom. Prod. Video
News Servir::e,1988.

~iQ Cass<;;;tt~
Side A:
1. Ntanzi, Madlinyoka. "Buya Mandel a ." (2) Audio-cassette. Rec.

May Day Cultural Evening. 26 Apr. 1989. Clairwood Trade Union
Centre, Durban. Dan Wyman; David Marks. 1.1.1.

2. Qabula, Alfred Temha. "Impilo Ngumalalephenduka." Audio-
cassette. Rec. May Day Cultural Evening. 26 Apr. 1989. Howard
College Theatre., U of Natal. Dan Wyman; David Marks. 1.1.2

3. Ngubo, Gladman. "The Rising SU~L." Audio-cassette. Rec. May Day
Cultural Evening. 26 Apr. 1989. Sached Hall, Pineto~l. Dan
Wyman; David Marks. 1.1.3

4. Ntarzi, Madlinyoka. "Buya Mandela." (5) Audio-cassette. Rec.
A.N.C. 48th Conferen~e Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park
Stadium, Durban. Jurgen Bral'ninger. 1.1.4a .

5. Ntanzi, Madlinyoxa. "Cet.ahwayo." Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C.
48th Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium,
Durban. Jurgen Brauninger. 1.1.4b.

6. Ngubo, Gla.dman. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. A,N.C. 48th
Conference Rally. 7 July I'll. King's Park Stadium, Durban
Jurgen Brauninger. 1.1.5.
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'7. Zikbali, S'Thembiso. trrrtLt l.ed , Audio-cassette. Rec. A.i...r).C.
48th Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park Stadiu'(1l,
Durban, Jurgen B.cauninger. 1.1. 6.

8. Msnasha, Welile. II Insusd.mabandla. il Audio-cassette. Rec .. A.NoC.
48th Conference Rally. 7 J'uly 1991. King's Park Stadium,
Durban. Jurgen Brauninger. 1.1.7. ,

9. Malange, Nise; Gladman,Ngubo; Nelile' Nshasba; Ma.dlinycka
Ntanzii s'Th~mbiao Zikhali. Untitled mediey. Audi(.~-caasette.
Rec. A.N j 48th Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park
Stadium, '0urba~1. Jurgen Brauningei. 1. 3. ~ 8

10. Shanyase~ Purity. Untitled. Audio-casSette. Rec. A.N.C. 48th
Conference Rally. 7 July 1991. King's Park Stadium, Durban.
Jurgen Braunjnger. 1.2.1. I

1
i
1
I
!

I
!

Bide B:
11. Na:i.dOo,Sana. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Ree. Mandela Rally.

2f:i Feb. 1990. King's ParK:.Stadium, Durban. David Marks. 1.2.2.
12. Ngubo, Gladman. "Banlululondini.n Audio-cassette. Rec.

Mandela Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium. Durban.
David Marks. 1.2.3

l~.Zindela. Bongani. Untitled. Audio-cassette. Rec. Mandela
Rally. 26 Feb. 1990. King's Park Stadium. David Marks. 1.2.4.

14. Ntanzi, Madlinyoka. "Buya Mandela." (4) A:u.dio-cassette. Rec.
MandelG',Rally. 26 Feb. 1990, Kirlgfs Park Stadium, Durban.
David,::Ma.cks.1.2.5.

15. Zondi, Saba. Untitled. Au~~,o-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26
Feb. 1990. Kingls Park Stad' x:um. David Marks. 1.:2.6.

16. Yeni, Mandla (and the Chesterville Youth Group) •
, "Ngiphelezele Siye eT.Jusaka.II Musis;::f.Q_.i; Liberation. Audio-
.~ cassette. Prod: CWLP, 1990. R7c. Studio. Aug. 1990. Music

Dep~~tment; U of Natal. Jurgen Brauninger
17. N<iJubanelMzwakhe. "NewAfrica." Music for Liberatj.oD..t..Audio-

cassette. Prod: CWLP,1990. Rec. Studio. Aug. 1990. Music
Department, U of Natal. Jurgen Brauninger.

18. Ngubol Glaa..'llClD(and the Pinetown CUlture Group). "J?al:liament
in MyHead." Peopl~ Myst Share. Audio-cas set te. Pl:od: CWLPI
1990. Rec. Studio, Seyt. 1990. Music Department, 'U of Natal.
Jurgen Brauninger. -c:

19. Ngubo, Gladman. I!B~mdlultllondini. 11 £,eQJ21§Must ShsareI Audio-
cassette. Prod: CWLP,1990. Rec. Studio. Sept. 1990. Mucdc
Department, U of Natal. Jurgen Brauninger.
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