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AEBSTRACT

THE PROBLEM OF AUDIENCE: A STUDY OF DURBAN WORKER POETRY

Steve Kromberg. M.A. Unilversity of the Witwaterarand, 1983.

This diesertation shows how both pokts and their andiences have

. played a central role in the emergence of Durban worker poetry. A

. review of critical regponses to worker poetry concludes that
insufficient attention has been paid to guestions of audience.
Parformances of worker poetry are analysed, highlightirg the
conventions used by tlie audlience when participating in and e ;
svaluating the poatry. Socilal, political and literary factors which ’
have influenced the audience of worker poetry are explored, as are
the factorg which led to the emergence of worker poetry. In -
discuseing the influence of the Zulu izibongo {(praise poetry) on
worker poetiy, particulsr attenticn is paid to formal and
performative. qualities) The waye in which worker poetry has been
ugilised by lyoth poets.and augience as a powerful intellectual-
regource are\debated. ®inally, the implicaticne of publishing

worker postrylvia the dedia of print, audio-gassettes and
video-cassettis are didciissed. : o
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L INTRODUCTION

Iritiated by a gmall. group of. workera involved in Ihg_ﬁnnlgn
- Rlay, worker poetry has arguably the largest audience oﬁ any
modern poetiy in‘South Africa - with perhaps the_single"excepﬁion

of Mzwakhe Mbuli’e protest poetry.l At the timé'this regearch was
conductad in 1980, worker poetry was coustantly expaﬂding itw
houndaries The pners enthusiastically engaged in stylistic
LnﬂuVutiOn and reached out o ambrace new mudiencea They took -

v thelr pr atry beyond the labour movement, performing at dpaa
rallies hold in the name of . the United Democratic Front and the ¢
African National Congreas Their poetry increapingly reflacted

this shift as they addressed breader pollt;cal igsues. Although _

N

the poetry had been puq;lahed before, new jcurhals and
| anthologiea which actively Latared fo; ‘their work hegan to appear

~and the worker poets were invited to Bubmit”their work to

international journaléﬂ Local video crews focused their caﬁeras
.hon the performances, sound englneers offered thelr skilis and
sophisticated equiﬁﬁent to regord the poeme and the poetry began

to find its way into university curricula.

o CoT T TTTTrmm TR
1 1. With the exception of a few natirnal rallies and cultural
_ festivals, the Durban worker poets have generally been
. limited te local and regional audiences. Mbuli‘s work, as
: will be discuseed later, has reached a more national
; audience through virtually every possible medium.
o
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. other c&\fural forma"mare flrmly yooted in community andﬂlabour

poetry. | Neverchelesgs, it struck ma da being passionate and | "

a

When I first read Black Mamba Rising, the firsf collection of
worker poetry, I aenaed that this poetry had tihe potential to .
form the base of & stromng poeflc and literary movement. 2 prior to
its emergence, writers like Es’ kia Mphahlele were wondering if
the poetry of the 1ate seventies had not hegun to *"run oub of .
gas".3 %; the time I speculated that worker’ poaury, alongside
Qrggniéatlons,qhad the potential to outlast itawbredecassora.4
its otganisational bage, 1 assumed, would keep the poets close.
to their audience and enaurejthé continued:growéh and development
of the vetry, AN |

Before beginning my regearch 1 was 1nno"e E of’ the llvely

perfcrmanca conte&h, haVing only sef.. one perﬁormance of the

energetmc, combining as it did condemnation, lamentation,

celebration and critical reflection. In what was apparenq;y the

firat worker poem to be performed and published, "Praise Posm to
Fogatu¥, Alfred Temba Qabuia gpeaks about a worker “dgnsoling
others/ Wiping their tears from thelr eyes" (Sitas Blagk_ﬂamﬁg .
Riging 8). Using the metaphor of a forest to deecfibe the refuge |

2. A, Sitas, ed., Wﬁ_j‘r H
in Struggle {(Duiban: Cnlture and Working Life Publicatlons,
18849) .

3. Personal interview, 18 December 1986.
\ i' .
4.8, _Kromnarg, "A Review of the African Literature Division at
the Univergity of the Witwatersrand", diss., U of
Witwatersrand, January 1987.




;ﬁhdé unions® provided to workers, he;says: *Deep in the forast:_
they hid themeslves and/ When they came out they weré frge from
fear®. Similarly, the Federatian of 9nurh-hfrican Trade'ﬁniona--"
(Fosatu) is deacribed as, among other thinqs, a "Hen with ﬁi&e
w1ngs“ that "Knoweth no discrimination* Hé sppeals to Fasatu to .
use these wings to "Protect us too BO that we gﬁin wisdon®.
Gabule goes on to celebrate the union'federation;s écti#e
interventions: "Militant are your éons and daughtera/ One'wonder;”
what kind of muti they uges” and to satirise the employerm, their
spies and gcvernmant officials bent on frustrating the worker’s
cause Not content to aimply admire the federatian and castigate
his oppoaition, he also reflacEs that union leaderg in the past
have not been without fault: "Time and time agalin ‘we hava been
electing leaders/...People who knew all our éuffériﬁgs/...But to
our dismay/ After we had appolnted them, wébplaced them on the/
Top of the mountain, /And they turned againsﬁ ug". He calls on
Fosatu Fo teach workers about “past organisgtionaf Before we
came/ Tell us about their mistakes so that we may not fall foul
of their mistakes”.

| "Praise Pocem to Fompatu" is an exceptional work in the
bregith of ita scope and the nuances of ita meseége but nmany of
these themes are repeated in his other works and those by other
poecs. Hlatswayoe's "The Black Mamba Riges" is also 1n essence a
praiae poem to the labor movement, although more focused ;ﬁ the
Dunlop strike q?d the Metal and Allied-Workers Union . Mawu) (8} .

He first perforled it for gtriking Dunlop workers at the hall




@ where theyhgathered;every day.d Less broad-ranging than 'ééaiee
_ g Péem for Foea;un{ Hl?quiysf? praises imprese with their fich_ -
imagery and are more' e dniscent of Zulu izibongn. The'union is
metonomically named as a fbuilder of neats”, an ant- eater Wthh
deserta, “dangabane flower" that dies and resurrects itseli
while the workers are jikened to a "woman who married without any
lobolo* who is "busy boiling foreignere'{ Pots" while her own are
ilying cold"; a "humble bride affianced with only the |
bﬁidegroom 8 conaent“'x_The Black Mamba Rises' ia less . self—
critical tham "Praise Poem for Fosatu" and moxe incllned to rely
on celebration and condemnaticn Hlatswayo =] imagery (ep@ecially ' ﬂ
in the Zulu) is well balanced and 3;3 rhythm 'z composﬂ?icn is far

from the aimple eloganeering more “1iterary“ poeta accused it of

being.®

Nise Malange 8 poetry ia more literal and she speaks in then
flTBt pereon, naming her own {(and others’) experiences as a woman

and a ﬂprker in clearer, wore everyﬂay language and imagery e K

qlower, quieter and @ore dellberate, she creates an atmosphere in

which her pereonal suffering and pain epeak for other individuals
in similar positions. She uses less dense imagery than Qabula and

Hlatewayo; relying on slmpler images &hich are nevertheless

T e Ae M e o M G mA P Em e A M R M M M e e R Mm M Me M R A W A MR A AR A W A MR ek B e e e s e En e

5. The events of the atrike are recounted in Alfred Qabula a
Working Life. Cruel Beyond Pelief iDurban .CWLP, 1989).

6. Critical regponaes to the poetry are cxecueaed in detail in &
Chapter Qpe.

. 7. Bee, for example, her poems in Black Mamba Riging.
9 o ;




pbﬁ?&fully evocative. For example, in 'I; the uz::emfs1::.-:9'3.:'1"_!melj

spégks“és an unemp;oyeq?persbn who is “liv;ng in thinning'light“,‘
whosé "freedom is nailed to a tree®, who séi&s at the blazing sun -
(51) . Some: of the images may be rather mundane i&;clich&d. such )

as "living in a match box®, "dying of hunger®, "white collara®,

- but they nevertheleas communicate emotions“which, toc her audience

of people like herself, are profound because of the intengity of
the_experiénce they refer to, She relies heavily on repetition

and juxtaposition, which do sometimes appear sloganistic on papef

- but wh;cﬁ_work!more powerfully in performance (especigliy at the

kind of intimate occasions she Ereferé).s |

As I read fuxthe{ﬂand-imﬁéraed,myself in.thq}contéxt\in
which the performgnCea:took;placég it bécgme apparent that the
iﬁaginary world of the camposed.wqrd; whether in sbng of poetry,

algo provided the workex.poeta kand, ag ' 1 wilfhargue,‘their,
) : T

_ % : .
audiences) with a place of refuge, from which they launched

forays againat those SQCialgforces which attempted to “elegate
black Qorkerq to the harsh worl. of the factories and the

townships. As Hlatswayo evocative}y puts it in "The Black Mamba/

3
5

‘Rises": "The black mamba that ah&itera in the soags/ Yet others

shelter in the trees". Qabula, in an oft-quoted passage Erom his
autobioggpphy, tella of how:

world, I would spend my working: hours compoging asongs

There, on my forklift, most of the time isolated from the
1
our eituation. I suppoee it was my little resistance

8. Malange’s preference for smaller, wore intimate performance
venues jg discussed in Chapter Two. '




struggle in my head, zcooming up and down to the Bager Stores
. : and back. When the tunes rolled fast I would work like a
P ¢+  maniac, driving my co-workers insane because the materials
' K would pile up fast in front of them. When the songe were
RS " ‘sBlower then I suppose liﬁa 1mproved fcr them {Qahula r:\
L Hgalsing..hiﬁﬁ 68} .

Importantly, the poetry appeared to conastitute a set_of powerful
intellectual rescurces with which the poets could contribute *o
the contest of ideas and, more concretely, to the making of a |
political‘mofement. | ;

.: ~'The wells from which the poets drew were manynand_diverae
(some would ﬁayrcontradictory) in chs.acter. They combined ideas
land poetic forms from a range of sources, including indigencus

forms and imagery; workind class ideology of varicus huel;

l \..

rellgious ideas, values and rituals (especially syncretic merges
of indigenous and Chrigtian mythologies and practicas);

nationélistﬁidEas and rhétcric;“&ad occﬁsioaally ev;n ideas and
ways of performingj;hat challenged gender agereotyping. Using
"Préise Poem 1o Fpﬁéﬁﬁ? agaln as én"examplé, Qabula talkﬁ about
“muti“: “ﬁncestors“ "Mvelinggangi®, a "Sangoma" at the same time

as "prayer®, "Mosea", "Canaan" and ideas of "elected \

repregentatives", "parliament" and “orgaﬁisaﬁh$ns". Formally &\
there are passages that clearlyldraw on the conventions of \
indigenocus izibonge (praise poetry), dramatic dialogue

reminigcent of the worker plays, sgermonisging and storytelling.g

9. Given that a number of Zulun wnrda“appaar freguently thiﬂighout
this study, I will not underline these words, translations
of which will be given as they arise., -

i
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in responae to claifis that such diversity amounts te -

:‘:'"

ideglogical and poetic confusion, one cbul& quote the hollo ipe
‘lines from ona of Blade Nzimande's poems. ’ %\%
)

That are these ‘thorns really? .

'Is it you or is it the exploiters? . ' .
Why do yolhnprick some and leave others? : S
Through my *ﬂﬂgslon it becomes clear to me. - [

‘Because my c:onfus:l.on s the stream " . "
From which I draw sy~ wisdom, - e R
Sc the mirage idUfemoved from before m eyes, )

Now I have geen and underst
Who really causes my wounds.

‘-‘]_Z_‘he poetry, it- see@e"@;td‘um&, wae aignificarit_-- precisely
beaguse of its ability to é%&ﬁ{%bgether different stryade of
workers' :Ldent'g.tiaa inte textua* form. h

hough these face | Hf the poetry are moat obvmously of
brcader gocial and literar? signiflcance,“at the same t&me the
get o:E compogition and pubhc pt:zrformance .- j:; deeply meaningful at
an J.nt:.mate and peraonal level. Qakula is guoted in the
introduction to E;ggk_Mgmhg_Biggng as saylng.!“I would see
somethlng that hurts, that causes me pain and then I would spend
the working day makiwg a song aboun it (3). But he would not
only compose songs. In his autcblography A Working Life, Criel

agggnd_ﬁg;;g;, Qabala deacrlbea how he was one of the first

workers to 1nyite the_Metdl and Allied Workers Union (Mawu) to

forn a braﬁch at the Dﬁnlbp factory in Durban. He was elected) 8

‘a shop steward and scon kecame one of the workers most activeiy

e iy gy gy S S T

10. B. Nzimande, "A World of Thorns," Izinsingizi: Loudhailer
Liveg {(Durban: CWLP, 1989): 128. -
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flghting for impraved ‘1ving condztio%s. Hie poema, songe and -

‘“u_/

dramatic activitiea addﬁd textures and dimensions to Hia own: lafe ﬁﬂ;_.%
thaﬁ significantly impraved~ita quallty; in apitq of - fhe O
"cruelty‘ of his worklng and living conditlons,-

Despite the mult1 facets( nature of the poetry {in»&brma
content and media via which it reached its audience}, worker ﬁf“-'a
poat:y had required an 1dentity ag a apecific, althnugh emergent,
genre. Whale the term’ ‘Duiban wcrk?r poetry’ . therefore describas
a ‘set of pﬁems which differ styllééically and thematically, its

= usefulneas lies in the fapt that the poets have emarged £rom
within traapuun¢ons affll%ﬁgga to the non-{jcial-;ahour v
federation Cosatu (the ceﬂﬁyess-of South African Trade Unions).
“ ) ) _EE' .
Bérueggha“of discusaion
The main impetus for thisa at&dy was’fﬁe apparent discrepancy
between critical reaponaea tq worKer poetry in print and the
ﬂlifeaponses of audiences at’ %%111&8 where the poetxry 1 was parformed. ”“R

ﬂg These responses form the subject of discussiof in Chapter One. R

Much of the criticlsm was Eormulated 1n reapmnse to the

T

publication of the firet nollection of eelprroclaimed worker

poetry Black Mamba Risina, publlshed by the Cultuze and Wc.é‘klr;g
Life Project-(CWLP§ and edited ny Ari Bitas, The slim volumne

contained poetry by worker pnata Mi Hlatewayo, Nise Malange and

Alfred Temba Qabula. What_struck-me was the stark contrast




between the thunderous applause which greeted the oral
performances and Lionel Abraham’s and Farouk Asvat’e assertion
that the poetry coneisted of little more than aloganeering.ll My
initial intention was therefore to investigate and attempt to
desoribe the interpretive strategiﬁs used by woéker audiencer in
responding to the poetry. At .the moet basic 1evei, my regearch
was desigmed to egtablliah to what extent the audlence was slmply
responding to poemg as a set of slogans or whether there was
in&eed, azs I suspected, more to their responses than met Lilionel
Abraham’s and Farouk Asvat’s ayes.

) While various academic_critics of worker poetry have gone
mu;h further in acknowledging both the soclal and literary
significancedof the poatfy, faw have done so in a way that inea
due recognition to the fact that literature achieves ‘ts poetic
and political efficacy through its reception by its audience.
While in theory they may reject a crude base-guperstructure model
in_which literature reflects societ» their critical efforcs are
ofﬁen hamstrung by thelr limited focus on the dynamic ways in
which the poetry enters the lives of thelr audience.

Underlylné my approach is the argument that a comp*ehensiva
appreciation of worker poetry muat be rooted not only in a
detailed understancing of the '£sthetic and thematic qualities of
the poetry itzelf, but algo in a clear explication of the social,

ideological and aesthetic terrain on which tbe poets are

W R e W A ww M mm e WM R me oM e mr f Em W mm T R TR MR M N ER A G B M e R RE R o WE e W bt mk v mm ml okl Em A Em B AR e AN A A W br K mm sk mm e e ma

11. 1i. Abrahame, letter, Weekly Mall Apr. (1987}; F. Asvat,
letter, Weekly Mail Apr. (1987).
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practiﬂing their craft, and into which they seek to intervene, It

ig a dedldedly 1nterdisciplinary approach, and one which shies _ﬁﬁ

away frd@ thej?arrow foci often dictated by set crltieal

paradigms\ "

. The crit;val responses detailed in Chapter One were of
course formulated within a apeciflc critical context My
discuseion is therefore also a response to the gllences that have
marked the shifting borders of academie discourse.

Mbre than a decade ago Isabel Hofmeyr commented that:

Many critics have been happy to alot inte pfeconceivad and .

erronecup ldeas about South African literature, its genes)s

and development. There 1s already an established C

‘tradition’... [which]l gquite staggeringly ignores the

culture and literary enisavours of thg majority of the

peocple in this country.

In the intefvening years gubstantially more critical atten;ion
has been paid to the ;literary endeavoura® of the majority. |
Unfortunately this has peldom tranplated.into attémpta to
research what literature is in fam£ read and heard by the same
people . While a few surveys of black readereghip patterns had been
conducted, quastibns of readership and audience have largely
ignored by literary critice.

~ Buch issues have been dealt with implicitly in debates about
postry and literature by black South Africane. For example, David

Maughan Brown has argued that:

e m w m Ae wk A de  m Ee A me e En e e Em am e e mw f A Em e Em W m W BN e N M SN e N M R AN A M e EA der M e SR ot m o wd ke e  wm m w am m

- 12. I. Hofmeyr, "The State of South African Literary Criticilem,®

English in africa 6 (1975): 3s.

10
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The existence of different cultural modésjofaperceptloﬁ”
makes the establlshmeng of black crltlciam a4 well as black
literature essential. g :

@

His assertion achoss the views of many black w:itaﬁs and poets.
In 1981 Sipho Sepamla expressed this view: E

It appears lthe critics] have not understood tﬁp reaning of
black consciousness, like Miriam [Tlali} says. We have to go
to the people., It is the man in the street... that I feel we
must listen to, rather than people who'll come with th?
jargon that they’ve picked up from American magazlnea

On the other hand, Kelwyn Sole haa qondemned thie approach for
being over-simplistic and obscuring real c¢lass divisions that
exist between black South Africans:

o

The immediacy and relevance of [black writers’] condemnation
of racism has found an enthusiastic hearing in the
townshipsg, and their striving wore recently to reach ‘the
magses’ has gone some way to c¢losing the jap that’ existed
bétween them and thelr zudiences. But they will not solve
the problem of reaching lower class audiences by pzetending
that the aspirations and vlewp?%nta of all blacks, of
whatever class, are identical.

Sole’s exploration of the relationahip between black writers and
their audiences is only one facel of his overall project, which |
is to construct a sophisticated Marxiaﬁ reading of black
literature. Apart from his observationa on soc.al clase,
therefore,_he does not delve into the nature and extent of

audience responses.

e MR M kB ek ek e W ek e pe v e v e ek ke bk mm M oW M e MM e e e Be M e e e e e v Em v Em e am Wl M A W Lm Em M Em MA ey M e A we R me b o mm e ok W

13. D. Maughan Brown, "Black Criticipom and Black RAesthetics,"
. Coptrast 4% (1979): B6-95.

14. M. Tlali, 8. Sepamla, M. Mutloatge and J. Seroke. "Black
Writers in South Africa," Staffrider 4.3 (1981): 43 .

15.. K. Sole, "Culture, Pol .iics and the Black Writer A Critical

Lock at Prevailing Assumptions, " Engl;ghﬂ;hﬂﬁjxigg 10.1
(1983): 50.

11
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In gqheral, referencesﬂgé readershlpy have unfortunately
ramained 4t;the level of rf€£er sweeping generalisations and
asaertionﬁ, as exemplified by Maughan Brown‘s reférence to
“differeﬁi cultural modes OFf ﬁercePtion". I argue in Chapter One
that preﬁioua criticéfﬁgﬁpraiéals of worker poetry in general

(and worker ‘izibongo’ in particﬁlar) have failed to acknowledge

important facets of its social role, its aesthetic function and

value and the factors which facilitated its emergence. A central
reagon for this failure has been that the relevant critics have
not placed sufficient weight on the role of the audiancagjat a
micro level in the performance and at a wmacro level in mediating

the emergence of transformed poetic forms and ideological

maggages.

The emphagis in the rest of the thesgis naturally reflects my
evaluation of the critical debates around worker poetry. My focus -
'8 on analysing the nature of audience vesponsea to live
performaices (Chaptg; Two) ; conceptual discussion of audience
studies (Chapter Three); the procegs through which the
appropriate social and aegzhetia-coﬁtext for worker poetry wasg
created (ChaptefiFour); the specific factors which gave rise to
worker poetry (Chapter Five); the extent to which worker poetry
can be seen as the transformation of indigenocus ﬁraisg poetyry

(Chaptexr Six); and finally, the ways in which worker poetvy has

functioned - for the poets, their audieace and the political

movements they are embedded in - as a powerful intellectual
resource (Chapter Seven).
Certain readers may lament the lack of detailed discusaion

of specific texts. In essence, my evaluation of the critical work -

12




done thus far is that detailed textual analyaisfia in fact the

ground already most adequa;ggxyﬁovered. My Focus is therefore on

.understanding how these textgfiive, and how they breathe life

into the acciety of which they are an integral part. This is not

” merely inteﬁdad &8 an elaborate exercise in providing a sense of

social context. Rather it is aimed at equlppinq future readers cf
worker poetry with a detailed understandlng of the aesthetic,
sovial and political environment in which worker poetry has
thrived. | i

As Rarin Barber has argued, oral porformances are often ﬁoth

a reflec’ on of, and action in, society.ls She has shown how such
. _ y

perfsrmances often take everyday discourse and place it on

s display, thua foregrounding certain ideas which are frequently

not vigibie in other, more official {(and often written) forms of
discourse. In such a view the analytical distinctions between

form and furction, or hetween ideclogy and aesthetics lose thelr

usefulness. As har been noted by a number of writers, it ia

preciealy the formal gualities that make the communication of
ideclogy poasible.l7 In other worde the audience’s familiarity
with aesthetic conventions enables their engagement with

political and ideological "content®"., It is precisely the
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16. K. Barber, I Could Speak Until Tomorrow: Orikl, Women and the
i (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution P, 1991}.

17. For an interesting overview of such scholarship, see R.
Bauman and C. Briggs "Poetice and Performance as Criticsl
Perspectives on Language and Social Life," Anpual Review of
aAnthropology 19 {1890): 59-88.




aesthetic resonance of the worker poets’ performances tnat T will ~
argue gives the poetry its power a8 poetry and as a communicative
act. o ;

In Chapter Two, therefore, I record my observations of

auvdience responses to the poetry in performance. I map out the

types of events in which the poetiiy hag been performad and I

extrapclate from my obqervations.thn criteria that the audiences
appeared to be using in responding to the poétry. It will become
clear that these criteria include both aesthaplc and ideological

elements, and that the poetry should primarily be regarded aa a

i

performance 'which draws its power from the =aasthetic and soc1a1

o
T

axperiences of both performere and audience. I argue that the

s

aecgthetic L tbentlona used by the audience in responding to

e

worker poetry are drawn, in no smell zEasure, from the Zulu

izibongo.

Some would argue that jinterpretations are neceasarily -

idiosyneratic and that individuale interpret texts differently.
Initial obaeryationa of the events where worker poetry is
performed sﬁggeated, however, that while not everyone responded
in exactly the same way, there éppeared to be a dominant

response, which conformed to certain pattexns. The variety of

poetic atyles,'mentioned sbove, were clearly appavent. Wiat was
i
LY necessary wuas a sophisticated method of analysis that would allow

' ' for the exploration of the interpretive strategles 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 cral studies, the term "audlance" ip most frequent}y-uaad

to deecribe those physically present during a performance.

Similarly, the term "readership" in discussiong of written

literature cften refers to those who actually read the work. Qne

could uge the term "actual audience® to describe thls type of

ﬁaudience. Such an audlience may or may not beqrepresentative of a

broader society or a particular grouping When a poet performs to
arn audidnce and receives a standing cvation, this does not.
automatically imply wideapread apprecliation of that poet’s work
in hia/hs; goclety. |

Another common apprcach is to hypothesize a reader 6r an
audience for the gurpoae o describing tggnprocess of reception.
Critics usir this approach construct an-zkestract reader who:aoea
not exist in reality but who is eimply a modél for the critic’'s
theory of the reading proégss.la

A third category is thé target audience of a work. This term
can be uﬁe@ to describe the audience which the performer intends
the work to reach. This is similar to the "mock reader" whoge
idantity is determined by the wrxrnr'a idea of who he or she is
aiming their work at.l? This sense of target audience frequently
influencea the text and/or the performance, No artist is likely

to reach the entire target audience and the term therefore
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ig8. For examplea of this approach, see W. Gibson, ¢. Prince and
W. Iger in J.P. Tompkine, Reader-Regpopge Criticiam
(London: John Hopkins Univergity Press, 1580): 1-6; 7-25;
50-69.

13. See Gibson in Tompkine Readex-Responge Criticisu.
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encompasses even those who do not see, hear, read or éxpeqégﬁce
it in any other way. } _

Whille the second a;d rn&;d categories of audience are
1mportant and will be referred to in this study, the primary aim
of this study was to eatdbllah the nature and extent of the_
acﬁzal audiance’s regponses,

In Chapter Three I eiﬁlare different wayes of conceptualising
the problem of audience, drawing on a wide range of sources from
within the study of Both oral and written 1itaraﬂﬁ¥a 1 propose
that a u@ﬁful way of appreciating the poetry is nb view it as a
social and cﬂitural activity that takes place within an
"interpretive community". Interpretive gommunities are not simply
ideoclogical grdups but social and cultugal coalitiona of people
who both experience gimilar material conditions of life ané forge
"defensive combinations” in response to (but not dstermined by)
ideovlogical interpellations from above by various competing
socié& institutiona.2! In other wnrds,‘interpretive communitles
do not simply exigt at the level of ideas, or only insofar as

thsy shars qesthetic and *“terpre*lve conventiona, but are
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20. This approach is deeply indebted to Ari Eitas’ work on the
significance of cultural formations in ideclogical
contesta. ¥For example, see his “Clase, Nation, Ethnicity in

Natal’s Black Working Class," Ihg..&miﬂniﬁa_ﬁf_ﬁmmm
Africa in the 19th and 20th Centur
Mmmmm_&mm 15.38 (1990):

]
i

257-278.




closed sats of such people but ghould rather be seen as
overlapping coalitions which are CQnteatad in ongoing soclial
. Processes, as part of the. historical contesb for control over

society. o 2 \E_

ﬁurban hap been the sité of the most heatedﬁand often violent
political conflict in South Africa. And yet that has not always
been the case. The student uprisings in the’ 19703 are widely
regarded as marking the beginning of the intense political
contests that have culmiggted iﬁ“thé Naticnaliat'a”gévernmant's
admission tﬂgt apartheid was unwo;kable. In Natel, however, the
19708 wera relatively ¢quiat years. By the mid-1980s, though,
Durban and tha gyrrounding countryside was fast being turnad Anto
one of the bloodiest battlefields in South Africa. This has

widely been ascribed to the developing conflict between the

United Democratic Front (UDF) and Inkatha, with the state playing
no small role in adding fuel to the fire,

No discussion of Durban worker poetry can take place without

a detailed understanding of these events. My focue in conducting
this discussion is on the ways in which the political conflict
lead to the polarisation of the Durban working clase.

[+]

Signlflcant;y, this polarisation necessarily entailed a process

of coal;tlcn, as local politleal groupings coalesced into two

e - mutually exclusive groupings. This process 1 have called "the

! making of an interpretive community"™ for the reason that, despite

{ gignificant differences within the two movements, each managed to

create gignificant levels of ideclogical and organiaétional

17
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coherence. On the one hand, this interpretive communityprovided
a base within which worker poetry emerged, and on the other hand
J worker poetry played a aignificént role in its expansion and

congolidation. ' v v

N, -
%
3

In Chapter Five X argﬁe that the audience has played &;central
role in the emergeﬁce an& recognition of work;f poetry, and that

- this illustratds.hnw thel poetry is bq;h embedded in and
constituéive of the Rnrg retive communlty dlacuﬁsed in Chapter
Four. The emergence of worker poeﬂgy was predicated on ‘the prlor ;
existence of this interpretive coﬁmunity and reliedﬁ.i itsd
fjérganiaational.infr,y.structure and ideological coherepée. While
phe specific interventiona of various individuals and

ihstitutions are acknowledged as key factors in the emergence'of'

worker poetry, the significance of the audience is explained.

Pogitive audience responses encouraged its early exponents to
continue and other working class posts to follow their example.

The live performance gave members of the audience the opportunity

Lo encourage or dizcourage certain styles and messages, thereby
influencing the compositicon of the poetry itpeli. The éocts’ |
aoncern‘to proveoke an appreciatlive response enhanced the |
audience’s iﬁflugnce in this regard. More significant;y, the -
poets’ "use-value" to the organisers of the events was predicated
on thel: popularity with the audience, which led t& the official

PN

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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bﬁiiding up the spirit of the audience to the level where lesa
aesthetically pleasing speeches are received with suitable
enth%piasm. The audience was therefore the measure of the poets;
success or failure and played an active role in determining theix
future prospects. The ;ﬁbour'and politicalﬂinatitutions not only

provided platforme from which the poets could perform but also

published worker poetry on paper, audio-cassette and, to a lesser.

axtent, on video-cassette. Therefore,_l will sheow that while the
individual poets certainly played a critical role in the
introduction and compogition of the poetry, it is also to a
significant {and hitherto unexplored) extent a product of the
auwdience’'s reception of the poetry.

I argue that to understand the aliove cﬁe needs to analyse
the poetry not simply as text, not even only as oral pérformances
with token recognition of audience, but as a form of cultural

activity in which the audience plays a central-iole in

‘eeripting’ the emergent form - and the identities it representa.

While I argue in Chapter Two that poetic conventiona associated

with the izibonge are central to the audiencé's responges, 1 also

note that it would misleading to assume that all worker poetry is -

unpreoblematically based on the iziboﬁgo. In Chapter Six 1 outline
the key features of the izibongo, as identified by variocus
scholars and then discuss the extent to which the poetry itself

appears to draw on these conventions.

These poetic conventions constitute important cultural and

intellectual resources, which workera - poets and audience alike

19
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- have utilised to play a role as active agents in the process ofﬁ

buildiﬂg a politicai movement that they believed expresged their o
material interests and political aspirations. Thig is the
substance of the discussion in Chapter Seven. The audience,
through its responges to the poetry, recognises ard can affirm or
negate both ideological and.poetic prcpositighs embodied in the
poetry. It gives them a significant channei %or self-expression
an@ self-asgertion, thus enabling a meaningfﬁi contribution to”
ideclogical debate and politlcal contests.

This intim§£E"dialogue through poetry places the worker
poets jn a privileged position in relation téttheir fellow
worké;s. Tpfough their performances they jump the queue of .
organimpatiocnal hiera;g?ies and gain allocations of space andhlime
on platforms at ralliég?normally only granted to senlor ’
leadership figures. It ie 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 ideologiaal
innovators and organisers ag they frecuently place existing idean

on dispiay. What is significant about their role is that they do

8o in a form which is organic to workers’ experience.
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21. Bozzoli argues that in the study of popular conscibusness it
is important to recognige that the balance between '
gtructure and agency is determined by power relations. The
poor have very few opportunities to develop ideologies out
of what she argues is often an "incoherent mass of ideas
and attivudes". B. Bozzoli, ‘Homen of Phokeng (Johannesburg:
Ravan, 1%891): 2.
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' Worker poets have been crucial in é'number ofﬂwayz for the 7

i

development of competing political movements in Duf%an. At omne

level, ar has bheen argued by Elizabeth Gunnerf?the cuiturﬁ}
éctivitiea which the poetry forms part of can be éaid to féflectk
..'

-an adaptatlon of 1ndigenoua<yﬁltural forme o the contemporary
)

context. In thlE Bensge they ;gﬁlgg; broader prccasaes. But at
another level they have baen nﬁ;;_gﬁ the process cf formlng
essentiagly new id% '§ties, new practices, new £drme of sccial

organiaaticﬁsaﬁd n;;)ways of fésisting and foxmingaﬁlternativ§§)
ﬁto imposed social 7mntro1s. : fj ot

”' " Chapter geven. focuses on the ideas aid values that are °
communicated in and through worker poetry. At the base of mf_
argument is the notion that the form iteelf is highly symboiicﬁ“'

and that its appropriation - inﬁceftaiu contexts - itself car?iEQ¢ 

meaning. I extend thir idea to discuss how the meanxng of- the

poetry is ﬂignlflcantly mediated by the nedlum throuuh wbléh the
poetry is made qullc, whether thls be through performance. at

political rallies, publication in print, or recording, §
reproduction and dlstribution§“ ﬁaudio— or videOié;QQettea;

This approach does not seek to dismiss all previous analyses of

worker poetry noxr can W& claiw to improve pignificantcly on the

iif ' important work done on the Zulu 121bongo Instead it 1ntends to °
10 shift the foral point of the critic’s vision and hopefully-

! illuminate aspects of the. pmetry which have been underplayed in

the past. In this way 1 hope that the pregent work will make a

e ﬂ . i o

small but slgnificant contribution to our understanding of socmal

and cultura:r transformations. ' o e

21
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| Reseaxch Methodology

The method Ilﬁaed to research the above was multcifaceted. Thé |
regearch took placa in 1989 and early 19%0, during which time I
was bamed in the Culture and Working Life Projeét ;cﬁié; in
Durban.2? I attended many of the events whers the poetry was
periormed, observing the performances and the aﬁdlence responses; -
video-taping the events; on occasion performing poetry @yaalf

{and thus experlencing audience response ‘first hand’). I was
later able to review the video-tapas at r - ledsure, aralysing the
efenta in grester depth and in my own time. )

The CWLP also coniucted a broad-based ﬁurvey pf workers’
leigure time, providing valuable atgtistics on their cultural
activities. I included specific questions pertaining to worker
poetry in the questiomnaires. I also conducted in-depth
interviews with a small sample of workers who had attendadifhe
rvents in ordef to test some of the conclusions I had drawn in
anﬁlyaing audience reaponses at the events themselves. |

- A number of the poets kindly agreed ©o he interviewed ;nd,
bacauge I spent a year working with them, I was clso able to have

many informal discussions with them about thelr work.

2Z. The following is a pummary of my research méthodologyﬁ More
detailed dicuselon of the gpecific strategles used is
included at appropriate moments in the thesis.
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Finally, wdrking in tha EWLP,TE wad ;bla to trace the ways
in shich the distribution of the poetry occurred, in print, on |
‘audio caessttes, vfdeotape a=d thréugh live performances.

I focuged on;the Durban industrial a£ea for the following
reasong: the Cwﬁgyhad done conaidarable work in the spﬁara of
popular culturglandﬁwaﬁ willing go make th-ir resourcee availakhle
to me; the Cosatu CQultural Unit was based in Durban znd was aleo
prepared to co-operate; and fin;lly it was not practically ?f'
pogsible to conduct in-depth-research in more than one area. In
the interviews.and the leisure time study I concentrated on
qugtu membership for the reason that they had the eagisst access
to the poetry I was studying - there was no point in interviewingﬁ
people who had not been expomsed to the poetry. 25 is discus ed
further in Chapter Three, I wad attemﬁting to. establish whether
_4ﬁf%§he could meaningfully talk about an "interpretive comrunity® and
- this narrowness of focus was therefore appropriate. Having
identified this taréat asudlence, I hatho eatablish a2 few

0
important statistics: how many pecple had been exposed to the

i

fi

pdgtry, where the exposure took place; in what form it took place |

{reading or performance). This I did via the thP leigure time

survey. The survey also provided we with a sense of what other
factors could have influenced responses to the poetry.

Language was of course a key problem I had to confront. I
acquired a rudimentary garasp of Zulu by attending formal classes

throughout the year, practicing on ny fellow workers at the CWLP

and sitting in wany meetings where Zulu was the only language

used. For the resc I relied on translators and interpreters to

23,
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agsist me. Asgié discussed in more.detail'in Chapter Twe, I
conducted most of my interviews in Bnglish, although I invariably

~ had an interpreter at hand to tranaiaté where necessatry. My
1istegihg abilities developed more rapidly than my ability t6
speak Zulu but were Bﬁill not ad;quate'tolthe.rapid pace cf
delivery'aﬁd the depth of the language ofteﬁ used in
pexformances I attempted.to overcome this problem by video-
taping parformancea Many of the performancea ware transcribed
and translated in my presence and we (the translators and 1)
discusmed difficulties of nuance as we proceeded. I aleo engaged
the translators énd the-poeta in discussion, while viewingy the
videcs, about. ‘v[rhat they thought the audience was resﬁ:ondiﬂgo to,
which slgnificantly helped sharpen myhability to analyse audience

B .

| responees. !
N i

h Some time after completing my fieldwork, I preeented and

then published an article which contained the essence of my

conclusions about audi@nca;reaponaés.23 This was discussed with

members of the CWLP, including Nise Malange, Alfred Qabula and

Arl Sitas, who concurred with my concluaions. Before subnitting
the paper for publlcation in the conference proceedinges, I was

also fortunate enough to discuss it.with Rutix Finnegan and

Elizabeth Cupner, whose comments and puggestions were much

appreciated. The manner in which I dealt with {(or neglected to
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23. 8. Krombe;g, “"The Role of Audienwe in the Emergence >f Worker

Poetry, " New Wine in Ol
Innovation Eds, E, Selnart, N. Bell and M. Lewis (Durban:
-Centre for Oral Documentation and Research, 1991): 180-203.
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deal with) théir commente was of course my Own responsibility d
none of the above people can in any way be held liable for Flaws
in the final product. . __ ' . =
A I have alreadf mentioned, thie thegis was initially
ﬁoﬁivated by what some of my critles have (always orally)
dismissed ag a "populist", or Fanti~intelleccual" desire to
provide a voice to those whose interpretations are most firmly
and rapidly eileaced in the lungs and parry of academic
discouree. 1 was always aware, though, that my own effoits would
in fact be a product of my own interpretations of these
interpretations and that I could not and.ahould not make any
pretense at transparency. At this study’s heart, then, was my
desgire to see cultural and intellectué% production as a process
which has no beginning and no ead but which is simplyfgrczen at
particular points by particulzr people in order to enable their
{often highly aelf»intefested) aime &nd;objectivea. _
My research led to me becoming intimately involved in the
procesaes through which the poetcy was being being produced and
then reproduced in various forms. I alss became emotionaily
involved in the gubject matter, in the cut and thrust of}Natal
politics as well as the sometines fierce debate of the academic
fora in which I tested my ideas. Frequently I found the internal
conflicts that these different (and mostly contradictory)
involvements produced ... me somewhat debil i;_ating. At other times
I found them exciting and rewarding. In spite of considerable
pressure from my academic peers and mentors (and my own survival

instinct) I was never completely able to disengage myself

25




completely from the intense Ffeelings creaﬁed in me by the death#’
of 80 many people.

Writing up this.resaarch has therefore often been a painful
procass. Frequently 1T did not know whara Lo atart, what to :
include, what to leave out and where to go to. I have,{gi’couraa;
tried to create as much critical distance between myself.and.the
subject of my inventigation\aa posaible. T am'theiefore extremely
grateful td tha many people wﬂolhalped me “zoow out”* and re-
examine my own work critically, ﬁust ag I am to the wmany people
who dragged me s0 deeply into the subject matter that at timé I
thought I would not be able to return to.a more critical i
perspective: Tpe points at which I have frozen the cultural
procesgs may reiaéé as much to the speclficities of my own
involyements a8 to the outcome of a disinterested anﬁ .
academically rigorous enguiry. I am sure that, in apite of much
editing and rewriting, the human dimanéion of my remearch will
still stand nut, for better or for worse. Desplte this, I am
confident that thi§ study will usefully refocus the interpretive
strategies of those readers whoware, by virtue of,ﬁhgir GwI |

locations and perspectiveé,' too distanced from the poetry itself

to be able .to appreciate its full significance,
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The debate about Black Mauba Rising#as initiated by radical
eritic and former political priaonér Jeremy Cronin, who reviewed
the collection in the Heekily Madll, under the headline "Elitist
pastime finda mass roota"™.<4 The Heekly Mail, an ‘alternative!’
weakly ﬁ;wspaper started by former journallata of the defunct
Rand Dailv Mall, was one of tﬁ; few newspapers to recognise the
significance of the collection. Cronin’s review elicited a nuwber
of cfitical respongses in the letteré pages of the ﬂgghixuMail.
While the debaﬁé unfcrtunatély consigted of short arFiclea
lacking analytical depth, the arguments reflected a significant
divergence of crltica* opinion. The epate of letters wag. cut
ghort by the editors of the Weekly Mail, before the poets
themgelves could respond in print.

Cronin‘é review begins by challenging certain aesthetic
preconceptioms-

We were once taught to think of poetry aa obgcure and giite.

In the last decade, however, poetry has been marching in the

gggngaignks of the mass struggles that have rolled through

It was the township student aud youth organisations
that began to integrate_militant, oral poetry into their
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24. J. Cronin, "Elitiest pastime finds mass yootsa, " Heekly Mail 13
Mar. (1387}.
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activities., Now, in recent years, oral performance poetry
has also takef root within the progressive trade union
movement..., -

The poems‘nn‘thie collection were all originally
performed at collective gatheringe, at May Day rallies and
at services for fallen workers in soccer stadiums, hostels
and townahip halls.

:ﬁlfhough he agserts the ‘mass roots’ of the poetry, Cronin does

not expand on the issue of readership and audience, leaving his
agagertions 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 second, even third- hand

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

These are, for Cronin, not the wost importanﬁ igpuvse. He leaves
them in favour of political and ideclogical questions.

Perhape the greatest gervice thig slim volume can render is
to undermine that lazy contrast sc freguent in commentaries
on the progressive trade union movement. How often are we
told thar the big debate is between "workerlam" and
"populism'?...

Read theee poems and you will see that the poets, in
thelr different ways, all uphold a militant working class
perspeatlva, but precisgely in and through an equally
militadt nationaliam.

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" ag a "simplistic
distortionm:
Its intent, perhaps, was to disarm objections to the
patrcnialngly high praiese he goes on to bestow on vassages
of very minor achlevement.

This kind of thing does harm - not least to black
poets, both accomplished and aspirant. Its main meassage to
them ig: "The besgt ls not for you".

Farouk Asvat’a response to Cronin contains three major strands.

He criticises Cronin for ignoring the fact that poetry has been

Lt
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part of mass activity since the laté/eixtiea and not just for the
‘vagt decade’. He goes on to challenges Cronin’e 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
alogans and rhetoric ie sufficlent to make anything written
blacks or workers poetxy, then they must have a sericuse
ra- Ehink if they have the advancement of our people in
min )

The examples that Cronin quotes are nothing moxe than _
pralse poems to selected organisations, like the praige i
poems of old that sang out to monarchs in blind faith, in .
gpite of their injust*ces

Although appsrently recogn;sing that the aesthetic rootg of the
poetry lie in the izibongo {(praise poem}, Asvat’'s view that the
izibongo are "blindly® uncritical is é rather jaundiced one.<5 He
goes on to argue that the poetry has not retained the best
agpecte of this ‘traditioen’:

There seems to be nothing of the “popﬁlar traditions, old
symbols, incanted formulations" in these poems.

He also takes issue with the poets’ portrayal of history.

The uprisings and suppressions of the lagt two-and-a-half
vears especially, and of the gast 16 yeara, and of the
entire history of his nation, did not begin with the
workers. It took its terrible toll on the fathers and babiles
and grandmothers and children.

When even writers begin to deny their own hletory, and
e become selective in their portrayale, then we as a nation
' face a terrible tragedy; now and in the future.
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25. That izibongo are not necessarily uncritical has been well
established in the literature. For example, see L, Vail and
L, White, Power apd the Praise Boem: Southern African
Voices in History (Londor: James Currey, 1991). See algo 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 Abrah&me the poems did not break sxgnzficantly
new. ground, nor are they of noteworthy quality. Cronin is J
mlaguided in applauding the poeta and their works. In Abrahems’
words: "ideclogy seems to have turned his thinking inside out“-
ﬂ Asm wentioned ahova, Qabula attempted to challenge Asvat and
Abrahams, although his letter has remainell unpublished. I have

i

‘therefore included a large extract Erom’ his response, wh&ch is
bitter, aarcastic and aasartiva

I wnuld like to apologise to Mr. Liocnel Abrahamm and Mr -

. Farouk Asvat for having the andacity to think that I could
be a post of their quality and standing...,
. I also worry that I needed help to understand their

. letters, and to try and understand why so much contempt was
baing showered on us. And why racist glurs on the izimbongl
tradition were aired,' I still don’t understand. What I could
read behind your criticism of Cronin was a total contempt
for what we do, we believe in and strive to achieve....

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

But one thing you mus\' grant me: the fundamental right -
to communicate with my fellow human beings, to tell ‘others
that I am etill alive and that I can atill 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 to earn it by working in the kitchens of a
Mr. Abrahams ox a Mr. Asvat. To also say this without
needing certificates of poetry from anyone. We Egve not
arrived here to collect crumbs from any tables. :

' : At
What becomes the central issue of the debate is 'Husthetic
criterla: who determines what conscitutes good péetry? Central to
Qabula's aesthetic is his assertion of his right to perform and

that thls is part of a broader process of political resistance.
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26. The full text of this unpublished letter ia provided in
Appendix A.
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We are not left much enlightened by these rather circular
debates. While we know that there 1ls dissent about what criteria - 4
should be used to evaluate contemporary South African postry, “”'“
théae reviewers have nﬁt explained what criteria they would use, ﬂ
let alone jumtified their choice. It is difficult to tell whether
they have even read the poems closely, or whether they have heard
them in performance. Underlying all of'theaqaviews, howaver, are
agsumptions about ‘masa’ audience responses which are left
unstated. Cronin g bra.ef sketch of the performance context is
left behind as phe more ‘perious’ questions of ideology and

rarefled aesthetics assume centre stage.'

The lengthiex academic regponses published in various journals
: - i =
ghift 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
pociety. They seek not so much teo evaluate and critigue the work

a8 to asnalyse the conditions of ite emergence, to explain gome of

the techniques uged and the rale of the poetry in the
contemporary labour movement.

The editor of Blagk Mamba Rising., Ari Sicas, was the first
to conduct a detailed investigation into the poetry. Sitas has
been a2 central figure in Natal worker culture since its
inception. In his 1984 article ovn Qabula, he is decidedly (and

unaghamedly) partisan. His article counsista of a detailed

analysis of the genesis of Qabula’s earlier work. Sitas argues

that Qabula represents:

a1
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A grassroots response that uses well rooted forme, ¥
organically linked tc working class cultures and infuses
them with new contents: now the contente of the factory
experience, and the contents of a worker militant’s
beliefa...

The well of song and performing traditions that he
draws from %s too deep for simple countryeside and urban :
diviaions. _ K

It:lB} however, Sitas’ later discussion of Mi Hlatswayo's work
thut begins to address the questions posed by the Weekly Mail
debate, There he analyses in some detaif the ‘poetic technique at
play -'éhowing how Hlatewayo draws on the oral tradition in his

poetry.

[Hlatswayo's poewms are bothl a revival and a tmlnaformation
of the [Nguni imbongi] tradition and, over and above their _
political subatggce, offer an 1nteresting formal mutation of
imbongli poetry.

:He traces how Hlatawayo came to poetry via the church,:where “the

lay preachers... had integrated the imbongi tradition of poetry

into their religiwus germons”. He explains Hlatawayo’s complex
use of paradox, ﬁetaphor, gimile, metonymy and "words with many
literal and metaphoric meénings“, pointing out the continuitiea
and discontinuities between Hlatewayo's poetry and traditional
imbongil poetry JI |

Sitas’ analysis provides important keys to understanding
Hliatswayo's technique.naut wore importantly it begins to provide

access to the aesthetice that underpine the poetry; and therefore
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27. A. 8itas, “A, 7. Qabula -~ a working class poet," South
African Labour Bulletin 9.7 (1984): 26.

28. A. Sitas, "Black Mamba Rising: an intyroduction to Hi 5'Dumo
Hlathswayo's poetry," Trapy “mxmation 2 (1986): 50,
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begins to develop. appropriate criteria for evaluating Q;bula's
poéﬂry on its own terms. In doing so it renders impotent Asvat’s
accusation that the poetry is mere "mouthing of political slogans
and_rhetorié". _ |

Kelwyn Sole’s review of Blﬁgk_ﬂgmpg_giﬁing drage the debate
back to the issueérraised by Cronin.2? gole dascribes“the
¢ollection as "a moderm, radically transformed oral poetry®,
which drawe on praise poetry "to some extert in both mamner of -
delivery and style” (108). He cites ‘devices’ ei,zch as
"exhortation, repetition, various forms_cf;iinguiatic
parallelism” and "political commentary couched in allusions and
gynbolism®, Usefully, he reminds us of previoﬁs ‘transformationa’
of the izibongo, for example in the 19308, when Hlongwe praised
Champion and the Industrial and Commercial Union (ICU). Scle is,

b .
keenly aware of the inadequacies of print for, the reproduction of

performance poetyy but focuses his discuseion on ite ideoloéical f

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" aymbolisesg his dilstance from the

poetry in performance (114). He ends with an appeal for workers

reading the Gouth African Labour Bulletin "not only tc use oral

but also written means of communication® (118).
Sole is particularly adept at unpacking the poems for their

contribution to the cause of "democratic socialism". He is
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29. K. 8Sole, "New Woxde Rising," South Afxican lLabour Bulletin
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concernad that worker culture relies too yaavily on "the

trangformative pbwer of traditional symbols* (112) . He fears that

poetg and politicians canmot predetermine the audlence'a | ;

o

appropriatlon cf such symbols:

It is far too easy to let a milltant natlonalism - at tthia
time present in black workere as well as othexr classes -~
ovarcome the unique demands of the working class.

¥

Although he praises the ear;ie: poems’ for thelr demonstration
of the poets’ worklng ciass conacdouaness, he warne that in the
later poems "the class specificities in some of these poems begin
to slip away". He argues that worker plays are perhapa bettcer

. suited to the tasks he advocates. Nevertheless he' cqnclqdes that
: ] _‘,_) ) - . \
5 ‘¥ ;r E

- Alongaside the other educational prgans of tha'trade union
movement, such as literacy and higher educational classes,
creative writing can perhaps serve to instill ¥eaders afi
audience with a sense of history, with the todls to forge
their own opinions about politital and cther events, and
with gsome knowledge of the problems that beset not only
capitalist countries, but thome countries that caL‘"
themselves socialist too (1i14).

creative writing does have its uses.

T" ;J-I -
ﬁlthough Sole wag writing ¢ or a jourmal aimed at Urov1d;ﬁg a fg

forum for exactly such concerns, hia focus preclgdes a more
nuanced discussion of the poetry’e politigal anducul ural

a

context. My concern im not, however, to take iszue with his  .¢
\1 = :

particular “"democratic socialist® perapective (ag others have
done); his often sensitive and penetrating analysis; or his
aquested prlorltles for worker movements.

Sole 8 approach doea not aggist the reader in overcomzngpthe
leap from stage to page. he does not addregs the questlons that
underpin Qabula’s ruspoﬁée to Abrahams and Asvat. The lattexr’s

attack_and Qabula’s responge represent a kKey aite of Ehe strugygle

ef; 34
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sver interpretation. Surely the task of the critic concerned with
the empowerment of the working class, as Sole implies ig His maia s ?f
ﬁﬁ concern, goel beyond ensuring that the wordsg of the workers are .

heard. It ie-insufficient to assert “aat thelr interests (an

£ m—

coded in particular political ideologies) should be clearly -
articulated. The critic shou d also play a role in sharpening j, ; .
readers’ ability to appreciate their poetic artistry. In Qabula’s .

words, as cited by Sole, "the yoice of the workers must be heard"

[my emphasis]. Interpreting this "volice" (or more appropriately,
these voices) also necessitates the exploration and depiction of
the textures of performance and the aeathetic qualities which

give the poems their rhetorical force.

N It should be apparent by now that the Zulu iziboago ls an ii_f?
important key to unlocking ttrese gualities. Elizabeth Gunner, in :
her article "A Dying Tradition? African Cral ™iterature %p a
Contemporary Context®, eléﬁorates on the role of the poet in

contemporary political activity and on the Bigaificance of oral-

§
literature’s ability to adapt to changing contexts .30 "

She asserts that both Zulu and Xhosa oral poetry appeal

ﬁirectly to their listeners’ emotions ~2d attitudes:

-, They intrinsically combine political and aesthetic appeal 1;
b aird perhaps for this reason they reprasent valuable :

) pQroperty’ in any ideological struggle (33). %
Z?ﬁw _ . s
f Because Gunner approaches the workr of various Nguni izimbongi .

o (praise poets) as cral literature, she sees the importarice of -
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30. E.A.W. Gunner, "A Dylng Tradltlon? African Oral Literature in

a Contemporary Context,™ Socjial Dynamicsg 12.2 {1986): 31i-
38.
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both politics and aesthetics, 8he explores the work of workeri
roets Qabula, Hlatawayo and Madlinyoka Ntanzi, primarily seoking
to explain the role of the imbongi in the labour movemen:.

Gunﬂ@r refers briefly to the audience response *heae poata
generate, commenting on Qabula’s performance befoie “four to Five

fhousand® workers at the Metal and Allied Workers’ Union (Mawu)
i -

Annual General Me»tlng in 1984:
Throughout the performance there were interjectiona and
climatic momente which testified to the high degree of
audience parcicipation and involvement in the poet's
performance (35).

She identifies a number of key characteristics of tHe modern

worker izibongo which are inherited from the traditional forms e

such as: the "heroic ethos"; the *formulaic prailse names"; the

"al) _.ons to the actionis] of leaders.and ordinary members®; the

f}

'“compressed and cbliigue, allusive style" [of pralslno] She

argues that “Qabula g kind of praise poetry ise 1nncvative vet it
alsc expresses continuity".
Gﬁnner concludes that the poems 1nd1cate.

kS

Bow a working class culiture can show inheritance of, rather

than disposeession from, those nationalist and popular -

gsymbols go vital to a peopler ) contemporary gelf-image (37).
Gunner’s focus precludes a more ‘detailed discussion of the
audience’s role. While she notes that the pelitical and aesthetic
components are compiementary, sh. does net explain whether the
audience’s apparently positive response is inspired by one or the

other.,
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In a later paper, Gunner -focusesa on the guestion of orality

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

Qabula‘’s emergence within the labour movement and hils "“rapturous®
reception by hia audience, who “musﬁ have recognised the complex
linguistic and paralingual cues and the familiar heroic carvas L
packed with dﬂtails of action" (51). She guotes Qabula speaking
about the importance of print "as an essential medium for the
propagation of the new work®™ (51) and as a medium for recoiding
poetic traditions that he fears'might otherwise be logt. She
discusses how this poetry should be analyséd and understood,
arguing that fidality of tranelation is one key component. >f this
task. Unfortunately Gunner does not mobilise her conside'r;ble
knowladge of the performance of izibongo in other contexts to
sketch a fyller picture of the perfermance context. éhe dozs,
hbwever, warn that “an o&er»re]iance on the reeources of pirint
could redﬁée:[the dialogue with oral formsl] to silence" (5%).

Peter Horn, in a review of Mzwakhe Mbuli‘s collection Refpre
Dawn, also recognises the limititions-cf_the textual form.32 Ao
Although it is argued”in the next chapter that Mbuli’e poetry
represents a style which'ih fact competes with thé.izibongo,

Horn's eritical approach has merit in both cases. He identiZies

31. E. A W. Gunner,'“Orality and Literacy Dialogue and Silenne,
2e & g D JIpterpre on Of African
. Bds. K. Barber and P. F. de Moraes Fariag.
{Birmingham: Blrmingham 7 3frican Studies Series. 1, 1989}
49-58. - ! }f/

32. P. ﬁorn?'“agﬁgxg_naun by Mzwakhe Mbuli,n aggﬁﬁxidg; 8,351
(198%). _




certain poetic devices employed by Mbuli such as the "tfaditioqgl
metaphors and similes of a rural community"; the "evangelical
rhetorich; "the anaphora® (repetition of a word or phrasa in

succegeive clauses - he almo calle this "insistent repepgtion"), “

\“\\

the "formulaic intenszty of bibllcal invocation¥; theﬂ“imeLgi

incantation®™ and the "hammering refrains". But he admite he

cannot go further: o

The pcetica of the imbongi has not: yet ‘heen wrlt en, despite
some useful prolegomena, and this critie does noE pretend
that he ig capable of the task (5).

Horn argues that thaz printed veraion of Mzwakhe's poqtry should
f

u
[The word ‘lyrics’] “ig a healthy remindexr that vexse in the
history of literature always had a much wiv:or range than the
narrow definition given to poetry in toa period of the - - °
Romantics (1). !

be seen as similar to written lyrice for a mong.

In 8¢ doing he makes theéimporténtbdiatinction betwqén the poetry
in performance and the printed version, leading h'w (0 recognise
the significance of the audience. He argues, for example:

Of courge, the guardians of the Queen’s English will have
endless problemg with the volume, because it constantly
flouts "correct" English usage, because it bends the
language to the tongue, the ear and the thinking of the
townehip, the mase democratic movement, the street
committee, the trade union meeting, rather than the polite
syllables of the Houghton tea party, or the introapective
discourse of angst and existentlal crieis created at our
universities...,

It needs to be translated for the non-participant in
his culture, his township abbreviations need the
interpolation of commentary to make them mean[ingfull to
thoase ocutside. At the very lesmt it needas a conscious effort

. to free onepelf from the shackles of the standard (2).

Horn is aware that the appreciation of performed poetry ié beaat
facilitated by an intimate knowledge of the audience for which it

ia performed and the context in which the performance takes

s




place. Horn goep on to critigue Abraham’es and Asvat’s dismissal
of Black Mamba Rigiung: _

One assumes that Lionel Abrahams has in mind a yardstick
according to which he knows what the beat is, not only in
relation to hls own cultural background, but in relation to
the culture of an emerging democratic South Africa., What iws
the unreflected yardstick according to which he or others
can be s0 sure they can measure oral poetry, eepecially if
one assumes they have only seen it in translation and in
o) print, not in performance.
S Criticism of this kind attempte to destroy thaﬁ\which
regists its lnterrogatlon based on an aesthetic legallty
that is judicial rather than theoretical and to remake what
the poat has made in its own image (6).

It is a pity that Horn stops there, for it would seem logical for
him to either call for, or in the work of defining the
‘"aasthat;c vardstick" that-:Zild be correctly applied to Black
MEmbg_Biging His article is important nonethelees because it
pointe in that direction and at least acknowledges hie own
inabilicy to provide sufficient "interpolation of commentary to
malke them mean[irgfull to thoaa outaide.

' It is appropriater at this point to return to the work of Ari
Sitas. In an article on "Peoples’ Poetry in Natal®, Sitas sets

himself a very ambitiouas target. He expands.on the theme of

“orality and literacy. \ £

AN We have... been reeling from collisions between two poetic
“traditions: a scripted one in ssarch of an audience; an oral
tne in search of script. Both traditions have been colliding
in the context of political and labour initiatives in <ha
area....

The two primordial polee of the "oral" and the
"written" stand opposite each other drenched in prejudice:
after all, a hundred years of work in plantations, in
sugarmills, on the docks and inside factories have torn tgs
traditions apart leaving but little room for interaction,

33. A, Sitas, "People’s in Postxy Natal n ﬂxi;gxg_“ﬂn;ghggk 1.1
(1989): 37.
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He“aets out to explore those different trﬁéitiona, arguing that
an understanding of these ‘territories’ ig crucial to an informed
disciseion of the poetry according to "its own internal criteria
of excellence”. Unfortunately Sitas does nbt really éet to grips
adegquately with those criteria,vg%gpite uzgeful exploratory

a prior neceéaity to

comments. In fact he argues that his work is

doing that.

oy

Sitas argues that thé'worka of earlier poeta'wbxking in Zulun
such as Dhlomo, Kunene and Gwala are more than just "the poetry
of anéfy commitment®. They are ales an event *in and through®
language, an "imagined oral communication" which cannot aséape p
the printed text. The poets, attempting to *assume the mantle of
the imbongi... crate Ehrough writing". Thelr work suffers the
frustration of being alienated from their target audience,
althcugh that is what their chosen poetic herit&ge demands.

The tragedy is that they remﬁin "unread" by.the people. Or

better - there is a double-tiragedy - they will not be "read

unleas their works become "crally" accessible, and the
people will not "read” until conditions that make reading
possible prevail in thelir lifetime (47). ’
Sitas then goes on to explore the ‘oral’ poetry of Vilane, Zondi,
Qabula and Hlatswayo. He observer, at the outset, that:

The oral traditions of poetry have had their own complex

trajectory of experiences which cannot be fully addressed

here either; suffice it to say that in polite dashiki-clad
gociety they are seen as the domain of two social forces -
of traditionalists {and therefore uneducated) and of the

black underclasses (and therefore uneducated) - they are a

Eracgment of tribalist purvivals (47). N
According to Sitas, oral poetry has not only become the domain of
the "traditiomaliets and tribalists", it has aleo survived and

thrived in the everyday li?éyof the working people - through, for
; /

3
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example, church sermoniging and family rites. Black working class
life "continued to subsist on oral modes of communication and
celebration". Thus, he argues, Qabula’s oratlons unleashed an
"untapped asource 65 populﬁr energy which, without warning,
exploded everywhere in Natal®.

Ordinary black workers with performing and rhetorical power
began orating their poetry in Zulu, using all the elements
they could gathar from their cultural formationas to express
& hew sense of self-identity.... The distance betwasn this
poetry and what the izimbongi of the scripted werd have
unleashed is great (47).

E;“notes that some of these poets composed firet in writing,
while others performed spontaneously.

Sitas’s treatment of the poetic elements is unfortunately
limited to general references to "call and response" patterns;
the metaphoric and eymbolic dualities of the language used and |
the “performance qualitles", For example, referring_ta Vilane, h;
says: '

He attempts to deascribe, explain and educate usging the
elevated language of the imbongi, interspersed with call and
reaponse sequences, songs and chants. The power of his
poetry lies also in his performing akills and the vibrant
rapport he creates between his words and any masa-gathering.
He is in the words of Gwala, "resurrecting oral poetry from
the tombs of the past® and he ils beginaing to construct a
robust Lazarug {(49). _

He c¢’tes Debbie Bonnin’s description of Zondi:

His style of oration is spontaneous, an event or a word

unleashes him. Grabbing a stick, he strides up and down,

worda pouring out. He calls up images of Zulu culture, paat

experiences and struggles of the Sarmcol workers, but alsc

of other struggles against coppréssion; his style is a

Tix§ure of the traditional imbongi and the lay preacher
50).

Speaking of Hlavswayo, he writes of a "powerful combination of
the imbongi’ g ;raft with a toyi- toyi subterranean rhythm to

sz e

produce a tribute to Dunlop workers, the ‘Workers'lirail’“ )
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Sitas notes that, since the war in Natal has escalated and
poets like Qabula found themselves on death lists, "the caatious
triumphalism of Qabula‘s earlier poems declined and prajee-poetry
grew leaner in its imaginative symbolism". Themes oé "death and
redemption® began to find thelr way into his poetry, whilae
stylistically they moved away from the izibongo.

Qabula ie alpo beginning to enhance the eve}yday gpeech-

genres of ordinary people through his lines and to work wmore

on the theatricallty of his poetry, on itas dialogues and

discuseions (55).
8itas's discussion reflects his intimacy with and knowledge of
the poets'’ voncerns, thefies and performance techniqﬁéa,'ﬁut they
alpo reflect his less adequate focus on other elements of their

vinternal criteria of excellence". It is dimappointing that Sitas

does not pursua”the poetics and aesthetlica of these poests’ work

mora fully., If any critic is well placed to do so, it is Sitas,

who has beenfmntimately'involved in ite development. He does make

it difficult, however, for the more dismigslve Abrahams and Asvat

to sustain their arguments (ironically or intentionally without
referring to them once). |

These critical works are essential in hélping ué to
understand-the development of the Black Mamba Rising poets; their
aoqial and political role and signi¥ficance. They »1s0 begin to
show how the poetry is f;r from a series of slogans - how it
dréws on and transforms the aesthetics of comblex Eorms of oral

poetyy.

"

the academic¢ studies move significantly beyond Cronin’s

telegraphic claims and Abraham’s and Asvat‘s rvather simplistic

42




assertions by elaborating the socio-political slgnificsnce of the
poems and, to some extent, by exploring the oral and performance
nature of the poems. They do not, however, ménage'to expldre the
latter aspects in gufficient detall. Neither do they begin to
analyse the nature and significance gf the audience or its
reception of the poetry. We are nbt given a aenae'ofuhow broad
the &mpact of these poems la. Surely one cannot speak of either

the spoio-political functione or the aeathetic value of

literature without serious coneideration of the waye in which ip«ﬁ

enterg soclal life wia the act of interpretation.

The volces th~t are most clearly wmisgsing from-the'criticél
débate are those of the worker audiences for whom the poétry ia
primarlily intended. This ie not to argue that the poetry in pfint
i®s not "the real ﬁhing“. As Gunner’s discussion shows, there is.a
slgnificant dialogue between the oral and the written.

The point is moremﬁhat, as Richard Bauman and Charles L.
Briggs have argued: w u

To decontextuslize and recontextualize a text iz an act of

control, and in regard to the differential exercise of such

control the issue of social power arises.

The above critilice all exercise thét particular form of

power. In "recontextualising* Black Mamba Biging, many cvitics

fall victim to what Bauman and Briggs refer toc as "the problem of

false objectivity".
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34. R. Bauman and C. Briggs, "Poetics and Performance as Critical
Pergpectives on lLanguage and Social Life," Annual Review of
Anthropology 19 (1890}: 76.
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Since it is obviously impossible to point to all aspects of
the context, the yesearcher becomes the qjudge of:what merite
dncluslion (68}). |
In privileging their particular interpretations of the poetry,
the crities enter into the struggle on the terrain of '
interpretation, sometimes in conflict with the audlence £ own
appreciation (or otherwise} of the performances.

‘ According to the logic of Sole’s argument that "the yoice of
the workers must be heard", the critic should acknowledge his/her
position in relation to the performance. Those who are wfiting |
without experi .ncing the events are unable to give due
recognition to the popular reception of the peetry by worker
audiences, neither can thev see the complex forms of dialogue
between the performers and their audignces. While some of the
other critics acknowledge the audience’s responses in broad and
general terms, none of them have attempted to expleore the inner
textures therecf. Without liﬂééning to these ‘voicer', arguments
such ag Sole’s (warning sagainst the dangersa of the co-option of
traditional symbola by forces antipathetic to the interests of
the working class) or ARsvat’s and Abrahéms.(that the postry has’

little aesthetic merit) are based on conjecture.
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Very fe&lﬁorkers read worker poetry, Regardleaa of whether the
poatry is composed orally or in writing;-it has primarily been
‘publighed’ via the oral medium. Questions 1 included in the 1989
CWLPléurvey on Durban workers’ use of their leisure time provided

solid statistical evidence of tnig.35
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35. A, Sltae and D. Bonnin, "The atruggle over lelsure: Durban -

. workers culture and education," (Durban: CWLP, 1990),

e The study contained three survey components, as outllned

elsewhere by Sitas and Bonnin:
Firstly, surveys that were undertaken “n 1986/7 with
shop-stewards to identify the problem# and crisis of
leadership in Natal'’'s trade unions; secondly, time-
ctiarta that were collected of working weeks by workers.
who worked shiftes for a shift-work pilot study and time-
charts thzc were dcollected from workers who work normal
working hours - thege ware to form a basisg for the
distribution of leisure-time; thirdly, and thisg ie the
heart of the study, a proportionally large sample of
workers in the Durban area about the relationsghip
hetween their leisgure time and material culture {(3}.
For the third component of the survey (which was the one I
participated in), survey gueati pnalrea were disgtributed on a
proportional basis to the different industries in Durban. The
digtribution was conducted according to the ‘snowball method’
but proportional distribution to gender and urban/migrant
populations was ensured. Quegstionnaires were handed ocut
through union structures and distributed by shop stewards on
a first-come-first-gerved basis.

Uniong in all sectors except thoss organised by the
National Unjon of Metal workers of South Africa (Numsa) <o-
operated, which biased the survey towards women respondents.

The return rate was 244 out cf 735 Iout of which 580
reached workers), which wase within acceptable limite
{generally set ac 20-20 percent for self-administered
questionnaires). 48 were £illed in incorrectly and the
reliable return-rate was therefore 29 percent.
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While Blagkmﬁamha*siging wag read by a fair number of
respondents - (5.8 percent), it is still lower than ﬁhose who
voluntgrily'cited James Hadley Chase (7.9 percent) or the 3ible
(13.7 percent). The statisticse on attendance at rallies and

cultural activitles were mcre rewvealing.

[P

x '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 ~ho have heard of worker playe

~the trade union and the work, .2 is their source of
information - 27.3 percent heard from other workerw and 26
percent from shop stewards compared to 8.4 percent from tha;
community. There is alsc a high attendance at workers
rallies (49.7 percent) where cultural events are performed
a8 well as 29.5 percent. who attend cultural events in the
community. -

The figures for expdsure to worker ppetry in performance wuﬁlg békl
similar to taose cited for workers’' rallies (given the ffeqiﬂncy
with which worker poets appear at these rallies) and h:..gher than
those for worker plays. -

Bven a cursory glance at tlie book trade in Durbar ahows that
a limited range of printed literature is avallable to workers.
All the_formai bookahopshare located in the central buaineag_%4
district and the white subur»s and there af% few, if\any, outlegg
easily accessible to workers who live and Wf;)rk outeide of these.
areas. It is clear from the CWLP survey that most of the
literature read by workers is made ava.:l.lable through schools,
churchesg or general stores. The only algnificant exceptlona gre
those forms of media and literature distributed through community
and 1;bour orgarisations (for example,_union newspapers and to a
lesser extent books éuch as Blagk_ﬂgmhg_gig;ng). .

“Worker poetry has been published in three main types of

publications: union newspapers, jowrnmals aimed ac workers and
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Rgollectiona=of'poe§ry;_Th%hjéﬁrnala fnélud; thébmatal_ﬂburnal of
the Congread ofishhth African Writers (Caaa%) ﬂxinggliﬂﬂﬂtghggk
and the Zu¢u 1anguage journal ;n1nla With a limited circulation
{3 000 to 4 a00 ?Qr E‘}’ these\w&re launched subsequent to the
CWLP survey and, f . -Yore do not feature in its results. although |
"a lLimited number of cogies of Blagkﬁuamhg_ngaing were distribut&d "
thyough bookshops, these were probably purchased by people who
fall outside of the focus of this study. The major#»y of coniemh
o wexe sold directly to workers, either through union structuraa or
i at mass ralliles. CWLP gives total dlatrlbution figures of 3 000
Engllsh editions and 1 000 Zulu &ditions. This is gtarkly )
contraated against the fart that mass rallies have attendance A
figurea“which &n occasion exceesded 100 000.36 I am inclined t; '
discount thig for the reason that ﬁo comprehensive recoids exist
of actﬁai sales and many coples maf st1ll be sitting in boxes

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

- counted in the millions does not ‘constitute MABE eXpPosur: .

The fact that performance events are the dominant wmedium

through which workers are exp955d to worker poetry demanded
appropriate research methods.vDuring the period of my research I

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

36. According to Sysan Joubert’s survey of the Socuth Afcican
publishing, sales of 3000 copies of a novel - let ali.e& a
collection of poetry - would clasdify Blagk Mamba Riging as a
best seller. :

8. Joubert, ®Publishing In Another South Africa: Problems and,
Projections,® diss., U of Sterling, 9%0: 12. -
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number of cultural events;>’ attanded numerous such everts; spent
many houre talking to poets (informally at work, in meetings,fin
workshops and in formal inﬁérviews); apoke informally to members
of the audiences; and watched video footage with poets,
disguseing the nature of the audiences’ rbapénaes. The poats \
gepoke to me about the feedback they had received from individual
membexrs after eventa and some reported pecple criticieing or
digcuasing the meaning of their poetry. I also conducted a small
nmmber of individual interviews with workers towards the end of f}
my research.3® In conducting these interviews I had limited and
specific obiectives. I wanted to tesat, in a more formal interview
gituation, the conclusions I had been led towards during my -
fieldwork. The interviews are discussed in more detail below.
Detailed investigation of poetry in performande, and more
specifically of Zulu-izibong&, was of course not withopt

precedent. Elizabeth Gunner’s lmpresaive'reaeargh into Zulu

izibongo proved to be an extremely ugeful reacufgeﬁin my
deliberations. In her unpublished thesis, "Ukubonga Nezibonge", éffﬁ“' ¥

ghe argues that Zulu izibongo can be divided into two broad _ f{f*

37. Sitas notes that the CWLP (where I was based for a year _
during wy research). has aproximately 180 hours of such o
documerntary footage.
A. Sitas, "Voice and Gesture in South Africa’s Revolution: A
Study of Worker Gatherings and Performance Genres in Natal.®
unpublished paper, Historvy Workshop Conference, U of
Wltwatpr-rand 1950,

38, These interviews were conducted in Janua*y and April of 1590
and are detailed in my bibllograbhy
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categories of performance: Mode A and Mode 5,39 The first
invludaa skilled performance in a formal pltuation, with an
imbongi generally dominating the gituation and a major focus on
verbal and vocal skill. The persion being praised 1ls often not
physically present, Mode B,.on the other hand, refers to non-
specialist performances in a communa). setting that combine

rraising with speech, chant, dance and song. The person being

pialsed is generally present and uavally part of the performance,

if not at its centre,

Worker poetry, as will be gseen in later discussion, emarged

into the already defined context of trade union meetings, mass
rallies and cultural avenings. Although one can draw few diract
parallels between the two modes of performance described by

Gunner and the ‘modaa of performance’ used by worker poet#, the

worker performances generally fitted into her Mode A, in that

‘they involved specialist performers praising organisations and

‘leaders which or who may or may not have baen pregent . 40

The live perférmauqes I attended took place in a rarge of
venues. These veried from, on the one extreme, poetry workshops

in which small nunbers of psets performed and discusaed their
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39. B.A.W, Guﬁher, *Ukubonga Nezibongo: Zylu Praising and
Praises," diss. U of London, 1984.

40. A similar point is made by Gunner and Mafika Gwala in their
introduction t~ Musho! Zulu Populax Poetry, although the
categories thuy use are a modification of those mantioned
here.

E.A.W. Gunner and M, Gwala, ML&M&M (East

Langing: Michigan Stare University Press, 1991).
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poetry to on the other, the largeBt mass raily in Durban’s recent

rallies where the main item on the agenda was epeeches by

histoxy (held to welcome Nelson Mandela after hiz release from
prison) .4l 1 nave focused my attention on three main catagor;es

of events where worker poetry is performed: small workashops and o

culttral events where the audience coneisted primarily of other
perfcrmera {(Type 1); cultural events which attracted a larger ”

audience ﬁzt still focused on performances (Type I1); mass

leadership figures (Type III). In what follows I discuss the
general attributes of these différent types of perfprm#ncn, a
well as analysing more speéific factors which influenced the
nature of the parformance éveﬁt. |

Audience responses at all three kinds of events were similar

and exhibited consistent criteria being applied by the audiences

in their appreciaticen, or otherwise, of the poetry. It ia,

however, worth noting a few important differences. The postry
performed at these difierent events was usually the same, unlike
*ha cage of Cunner’'g modes of performance. bomekpcets, such as o

Nige Mala.fe, found the snaller, more intimate verues more

appropriate for their more personal poems which, they were aware,

did not meet the requirements of performanges in larger rallies,
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41. I also attended performances in Johannesburg. where the Durban
poets performed before national audiences, firstly of workers
at the Cosabu Cultural Festival and secondly of a broader
crosg-section at the Welcome fiome Rally for the first batch
of high profile Robben Island prisorieras at Firgt Natlonal
Bank Stadium, I was able to obeerve at first hand the
audiencea’ responges and, perhaps more importantly, organise
that the performancns be record&d on video ~-tape,




Othex poetﬁ, like Qabula, itased ama;ler venues for more
experimental work which required a diffp*ent and more diractad
form of audlence participation.%2 The venue waa'therefore
signifivant ineofar as it had an effect on the aize_gnd nature of
the audience and the distance of the audiencélfrom;the perform&fa
Type I Bvents

A number of ‘workshopa' ook.ﬁlace during my researeh;lin Durban,
Pinatown, Newcastle and Empangp“;. Attendance ranged from i0 (a
rehesrsal for the May Day ﬁﬁlture Week in Durban) to 150 {at |
Empanganiﬂ.'Theyﬁoften.started with a talk on culture éccompani;§x
by a purpose-made CWLP yideo. This invariably-entalled an ‘
argument comparing "elitist" or ndominant® culture {such as
Opera, baligt, cinema, touristidriented "traditional® cg;tufé)
with "papular“rcu¥ture (including various popular practices and
traditione) . ft wag stressed tc those present that ﬁhey should
not feel constrained to pxoduce_cultural acts within the
aepthetic and ideolqgicaliparamaterﬂ taught ?t school and
popularised by the commercial mase pediaa Exampleachere shown on
.video of. workers and‘&outﬁ producinQHcPltural acts thqé draw on
thelir everydsy life wxparlancaa |

After discusaion, workahop participants b¥oke . intoﬁ}mailer

discipline- specif;u greups (usually choir,, poetry and “dxiima)

42. For example, in one sung poem he performed at the Howard
College May Day Cultural Evening, he had the audience ging a
drum beat while he sang.
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returned to perform for the largegogroup‘

- for ydﬁngar pgrformera‘and'appreciationg of more expariencéd

managed sequences of cultural eventsa. Such events occurrad,

W

Different workshop facilitators worked with the pﬁfticipanta-in

pfoduc%ng petformances. After‘tﬁese sessions;°the participants

While these aveuts inclﬁdad both speaches and performances,
the spesches were different to thoae.given at mase ralliez. The
more experienced performers and workshopjfsgilitatdis hgld the S
reigne. While tﬁg audiénce was generally united by broad
political conviction, the emphaaia wag on their com$on intereﬁt
in teaching and learning specific performance aki;la The o
sudience in such events consimted of aspirant perf&rmarn who had
been chrough much discussion by the time the partarmances tock
place. Audience responsas often showed both enthusiustic support
Ry
Rerformers: F;aquqntlywthe audience purposefully imitated_a
larger audience with individuals"ululating or calling |
encouraging reaponses (such as "musho'}, Tha eriteria of responne
were similar to those discussed below, although they were more
self-consciously employed., I¢ was as if the ~xperienced
performgrs ginulated the larger audiencé in order to encourageﬁhﬁﬁﬁf
the performers and to give tﬁem a sense of the kinda.n£ audiance
responsea they might expect. It\alﬁb illustrated their intimaté

knowledge of the kinds of conventioneg thelr audienceaﬂuse“in'

regponding to their poatry.

Type II Events

These events were carefulxy {though not always fluently) ptaye-
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during my';esearch, at Durban University, Clairwood Trade Union

and Cultural Centre, and the Pinetown Sached ofﬂicea*(which was
where the Pinetown Cultural ypcal was baped). j

The ahdience consisted o} active ogbgniaational menbership,
predominantlv-trade unian shop stewards and youth group
organisers, as the éventa were advertised at union offices and
only occasionally in the factoriea and townships. They were
usually evening‘events, making it necessary to provide transport
home (buses and trains wera not available after 7pm-in Durban and
» travel after dark wan dangernua) The composition of the audience
depended very much on the locatiom*of.the venue and the “
accegalibility of transport, For“exampig, the Plnetown events warea
held at a venue which was acrose the foad from a taxi ranmk. The
organisers ﬁéra on friendly terma with therggii driveré, pome of
whom were askeg.yo wait for th. avent Eo fiﬁiéh. The audience
'hgre was unqueaﬁionably"larger and more predominangﬁy working
class than that at Durban Univergity (from ;here thera was no
public tranaport at night).

The audience at ‘such events was prasented with the cultural
performances only, with pﬂrhaps a'ahort talk on culture at the

I

beginning. Onee again these talks uaually focused on the theme of

kel

workers taking control of their cultural activities, and the idea
that indigenots and syncretic forms were not signs of

backwardness, ' ) 5 -

The worpt venue I experienced during wy research was the
Howard Ccllege Theatre at the University of Natal. The ‘avent was

a "cultural evening" which formed part of the CWLP Hgy Day -
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Culturé Week in 1989, Tﬁe focup was on cultural performances by a
raﬁge of individuals and groups, including Madlinyoka Ntanzi,
Qabula, Die Bafanas (a dance and song troupe from |
Pietermaritzburg).and & group of Pondo women traditional dancers.

i

The audizsnce was small and obviously felt ag?

~

rhibited as the

pefformars themaelves. The fixed geats preﬁ;atéa mingling and
individualised the audience ao that they felk.aelf—conacioua -
often expressing opinions by whispering iﬁpo each others ears,
rather than shoutis v them cut as is usually gie cage, The
“parformera ware also self-conaclious and neves really got into
their stride, . pite some enthuslastic encouragement ,fxom a
Qmall gection of the audience. The gelf-consgciousnesa of both
perfotmerd and aﬁaiance may have been a result of the sgession
being video-taped. One camera focused on the audience and another
on”the performers and bright spotlights shone in hoth directions.
Although gimil. Trangements far:dogumenting the events were
uged at other eventa, the small size of the audience made the
cameras morehconapicuous.. | i

A more successful event of the mame type was the cultural
evening at the Pinetown Sacﬁed hall, crﬁﬁnised by the Pinetown
Cultural local. A raﬁge of local performeféﬁ»dr;wing on a varisty
of perfarmance styles (raunging from pekfo;ﬁing poehs to gospael
choirs} were enthusiastically received by the audience. fhe
audience congisted mainly of shop stewards were invited“t; £oay "
on afﬁer 2 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 6f men £rom the audience berformed

ingpired dancas.
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Typa III Bvents
g; In this final category of events tha audience was drawn to tha" ®
v rally as a wWhole, which wae an expllcitly political form of’
mobilisation. Here, the performances werelseen by the organisexrs
as a functionsl part of that mobilieation.43
O Tke [ rople who set“thé agenda and controlled ths platform'
wera génerally not culfursl workers but political activists.

Thelr main aim was to étaga an event that mobilised and united

' organisational supporters, usually around = pﬁfticular isaue. h
This lent lmpetus to campaigns, carried significant propaganda
value (via the press and word-of-mouth reports of the event)iand
asparted the organisaticns’ presence in the area. It often almed
to perauada the audience of the orgrpisation’s point of view on
an lssue, or (where consensus has not been reached between
leadera) allowed for compeéing views to be articulated.

he A
Usually such events began at about 1l0am with a cultural

programme, including pretry and music, until midday when the

speeches bégan. Thege continued for a number of houra,'H

43. See 8itas, "Voice and Gesture", for discussion cf the placs
of poetry within the worker gatherings. He argueg that there: > 8
are three main "modes! within these gatherings, *each one

- with ite own laws of participations and limits". Poetry fits
“within a "defiant and heroic mode" in which the audience is
asked to ‘enjoy’ pérformances that assert "the performance
vitality of popular culture'. To this I would add that the

audience was irvited not only to enjoy these performances but
also te participate in them, wmainly through singing freedom
sou e that were frequently (though not always) led from the
sLagse.

" ' . \/‘
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interspersed ﬁith more poetry and singingh(the latter often led
from the stage but invelving the whole audience).

an_ggch avent. was the rally held by the African ﬁational
Congreas ZANC) in ear1; 1930 to welcome Nelson Mandela after his

release from prison. Mandela’s speach, containing an impassioned

_plea for peacs in Natal, was broadcast throughout the world: Nhat

the v15weva daid not\sae on their telavision screens was the large
number of performandéa included in the build-up to his speech and
after his departure. This body of performers - invited by the
Nétal vegion of the Congress of S8outh African Writers (Cosaw) -
included an array of poets, choirs and baads. Like the au%}enéa,

they repraaented a ctoss—eection of Natal‘s population,

predominantly African youth and workers but including people Erom

‘diverse cbmmunitias throughout Natal. While the audience of

approximately 100 000 was enthusiastic and respongive, the venue
had ite limitations. The performers were swallowed :; ﬁy a
magaive scaffold around the stage that hid their dregs and
gestures, which are -{ag I will argue laterL impoxtant elements of
the performandy. Performances %ere rendered more static by |
microphones. The distance bhatween performer and audience, and. the
dlatort1ona of the sound system, alsc appeared to make it more
difficult for the audience to hear and comprehend complex
imagery. |

The audience contributed substantially to the cultural
elements and events of the day; singing songs and chanting
slogans from the time they boarded buses and trains in the

townships and rural areas, throucshout the day and until they
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disembarked at their homes. The local level mpbiliaation of
pecple attending the rally was cgnducted by ANC and Cosatu
branches. The audience grew from about 50 000 at the atart of‘thg
pr;ceedinga to ite largest at midday when Mandela arrived by
helicopter. Paoplqlﬁeia excited, jubilant and at times almost
bafond the contrel of the 2 000 marshals inside and around the
stadlum. There waw a highly receptive but-slightly impatient mood

I'IJ)
as they awaited the appearance of ANC laader Mandela.

To illustrate the range of competing poetic styles I have chosen
to discua’a the Mandela rally in dstail. As mentloned abote
representativea of all the wajor peetice atyles which together
congtitute worker poetry were present. The rally can’therefore EE.
peen as an arena in which these poetic styles were performed to
the largest possible audience, in a way cémpeting with each other
for attentlon and appreciation. |

Arguably the mort powerful oral poet, drawing on the

izibongo for inspiration, was Ntanzi. At the Mandela Rally, when

he stepped onto the stage, clad in snimal skinag and a khaki
peaked cap and car-tyré sandals, many people in ths audience (“

suld hardly see him in the cage that was the second floor of eh\
stage - the third (and uppermost) floor being raperved for (%
speakers.

Ntanzi established an instant rapport with the audience with

a revoluticnary song. He lead and they responded in the manner




common to thewe songe throughout SBouth Africs.%% He brought the
gong to a close with the customary slogane aq%ﬁthan launched into-
a revamped version of hig praise poem "Buya M;ﬁdela“ {Return
Mandela). It was, as is his uéual practice, updatad ta
i accommodate the fact that Mandela was doing exactly that and R
included biting criticism of Mandela’s opposition, the South e
. African government and its perceived atlleas.43

The audience responded instantaneously and consistently

‘throughout his performance. A video camera panning acrofé'the
: F

audience recorded a sea of raised arme as they took their cues to
respond verbally and physically, jumping up with their fiste held
glgh 46 gy the time Ntany} ended his poem, again with the
customary slogana, the audience’ could no longer stay ‘weated and
he received what was probably one of the most vocal and sustained

rounde of applause of the day.

Ntanzi wan not the'only imbongi-style poet who received a
pogitive response at the Mandela rally,"neitherffaa he the only
izibongo-style performex. Gladman Ngubo and dggi:a both réceived

similar, theugh mardiﬁally less enthusiastic responses to thelr

Zulu poems.
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44. For discussion of freedom gongs see Velt Erlmann‘s
unpublished paper, "Black Political Song in South Africa -
Some Repgearch Perspectives", 1983, _

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

46. The idea ~f the izibongo containing cuee for audience reponse
is referred co below and discussed in laler chapters.
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The othe@ipcwerful current in Hatal.poetrynia that which ha#
emexrged Lrom the wany youth congresses. These groups devaloped
out of the n ‘iitant Congrees of Scuth African Studenta (Cosaa}
branches based in the schools.-since Cosaa was nanuad in the mid-

iy

19808 ang, during the intensification of the war these .
orga%isatibna have. been at the forefront of struggle in the :;_ o
townships Unquaationably members of Natal’'s working claes, they
were Eilertely loyal to the ANC and those who do not end up
unemployed freguently move into the unions.47 In some aress *hgx
warae tengions between tham and u'\ion atructures, while in othar
areas close allmanaas have begen forged Their poets and poatry
usually formed pqrt of a larger cultural effort, generally
centered a;ound uh@lrﬁk,”'3 - L ’ k /;/
. In thepe uaaea t:z poats stepped farward during a chmral :
perfoxmance to recite poetry drawing strongly on the rhythma agf
imagery of Mzwakhe Mbuli's work, ofﬂeq in Englieh but snm?timéé
ip Zulu. The choir sang =2 choral accompaniment to their highly

wpbll tical versaa.49 Other youth poets performad similar poetry

but without the ﬂhoral backing.

47. The role of atudents and youth in Natal polltmca is diﬂcuased
furcher in Chapter Four.

48 -Sitaa, in ""Voice and Gesture" de_1r*hea¢¥ow thepe choirs ,
often developed from school choxra / _ ' Y

49. The Chesterville Youth Group are arguably one of the best)
examplea of this current. Their songs and poetry have "

published on the audio-caséette Mgaig_ﬁg:*hihg;anign {Durban:
CWLP, 1%99Q).
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At the Mandela rally, Bongan1 Zindeia and Purlty” Shangase
L R .
represented this strand of poetry. Although relatively weak -

examples, the;r poetic themes and styles were cypical. of youth
poetry. Bongan; Zlndzla performed in the khaki uniform of the
ANC, with Kessie Goéezd :r accompanying his poetry on the Flute.
Hig poem began with the slogan, ;%iva Congress of South African#..
WFiters“.'Hg then 1aunc£ed-into'a Qpem'“deaicated to the o

atalwarts of the people". "Stalwarta” is a term that has been

used by Mbuli in his dedicatmon to political prisoners. Zindela ~ ﬁ:?f'

"recited tha story of them being "betrayad by Rivonia®, “swallowé_;gi“

| Ly Rmbben Ismund' and then "vomited back into the ghettous®. He §;33 1 
- then recited a list of African countries which had been 1iberat£ ;
“througﬂ défeat“. The audience response was mutet(celther becau
‘the poetry was not appreciated or becauae the fLute accompanimé't : 
gave none’ of the. uﬂua1 opportuﬁitzea for inteu- atanza applauseaL ‘
“urity Bhangage begaﬂ w1th a number of alogaﬁs. ‘Her roem |
conglisted of a “auatement from the dock", pepper»& with quotea
\ from Mandela’ 8 own rell-known statement. Althnugh recifed in
rhythms akin s thoae of the izibongo, the poem contained ne
othar-apparent poetlc qualities, Applause wag not given during 
the poem but its endinq was greeted with" wh;atxln? and ﬂheeringﬁn
Both of thb above performed in English, as dld Mbuli, wha
received one of most enthualastic Tesponses. Nbull was, in Wata

as well as other areaa of the country, something of a cult

50. Mbuli's poetry ig dlscusahd by Peter Horn, .
Chapter One. - |




Algo woith mentioning are those non-worker poets who

ﬂpérfdrmed more literary poetry baﬁad on Westzr, mainly freas

and myaelf Naidoo’s poemn, was

verse, poetic conventlions. 1&m\e included Sana Naldoo, Ari Sitas
Eardly heard by the audlence, who

"earcied. on talking and moving azound during her performancc. This

was In spite of her pcam being overtly politilcal, about the
education criaia. This was a clear example of the performange not
fitting into the expectations of the audisnce. Ari Sitas gnd
myself, having experienced pimilar rejection hefore, exparimented
by including vaﬁipua types of repetition which would either be
familiar to the aﬁiiance (Sitas used as a refrain a lihe from a
freedom song) or which would be picked up cuickly (I used slogans
between verses, rhyming coupletsuand regular metre to create =z
rhyﬁhmic base). Interestingly, it was thome features which
elicited a response from the audience, The more ‘alien’ sections
of our poems appeared, however, to lose the audience.ﬁ@%tas'

refraine, in particular, received a warm respcrnse.

From detalled cbservations of events such asg this, I complled é
l%pt of indicatoxs which appeared to bhe reliable barometers of
audience appfeciation. I then extracted the follq?ing ahalysis of
the audiences’ horizors of expectations. .

Slogans, which were uséd to frame the poems, invariably

elicited an enthusiastic reapounse from the audience.51 In

R s s e B R ME PR b b M SN M U AN e S AR T M W ok BE A BN e owm T o ome e T T T p———

51. For discuesion of studies of framing (and other facets of
performance) see Bauman and Briggs,
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Qabula'é“wnrdslEheaéiﬁlégana fput [che audience’s] winds
together* and "build them®.52 Weaker posts (or less oral poets)
took advantage of this and relied on slogaus ag a substitute for
- effective poetry.?? Buch performances wexe déﬁe¢:able ag the
- audience oﬁly regponded to recognisable slogane wihh!w-jventional
raapcnses..“ N

The least popular performances were marked by the audience
‘ewitching off’, talking and walking arocund.>* Mcre substantial
appreciation could ba maaaured via two major indieators. Most
obviously thare was the volume of applause, chants (such as
"musho" which wmeans literally "hear him") and ululatlion. Also
worth noting were the precise moments at which applauaé occurrad. .
Ag I will diacuss 1atdr,;£he ;iff}ng!function of the Tallies
meant that the audience was ‘:&lite' in providing at least a
minimum level of applauae for anycneﬁwho gtood on the stage and
tried thelr best. The most limited fo-m of . ‘polite’ applaﬁzz\\

occurred at the end of the per.nrmance (as long as the audienie

could guees that the poem had en&ed - which was sometimes ngt the
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52. A. Qabula, personal interview, October 1989.

53. Ap Isabel Hofmeyr has - ggested Lo me, alogan chanting is in
itzelf a minor art foxm, af . can be aeen by the variocus
responses to different styles of chanting.

54. Liz Gunner made the umeful point to me that there is a
difference between ‘intent listening® and ‘switching off’
which can be eagily detected either through vigual
observation or by matching silence mi h other indicators
discussed here, . .
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case) .®> A more substantial form cof this kind of applausge was
generally onlé given to poets thﬁt succeeded in éeveloping &
dynamic ‘dialbgue' or rapport with the audience. In the izibengo,
each ‘stanza’ ends with a cadence and a pause, the cue for_thé
audience to encourage the perf;rmer to continue (a commﬁn phrase
is ‘musho’}. When a cadence was detected, even in a weaker . .
performance, at least some members of the audiendé complied with
the convention. In BtrOngér, more popular performances, however,
the volume increased as more members of the audience participated
in the response and some stood up and wé%ed or began to ulﬁlate.
A more specific gesture of approval (used when the audlence could
.get close enough to the stage) was toc “fan’ the performer,
showing how ‘hot’ the member of the auvdience thought the poet
was. The best indicator of a highly appreciated performance came
when the audiencae reapénded in becween cadences {(ilnterrupting the
stanzas) by erupting intﬁzcheering, ululating: whigtling and
dancing. This was also much louder than polite applause. |

Using theesez indiéatara, agsisted by the statements by
interviewges and poeté; I extragted the following criteria that
the audience appeared to usge in thelr appreciation of
performances. !@
There waps a minimuﬁ requirement in relation to thé ‘enexrgy’

(or as an interviewee put it, the “oomph") of a performance, 36 In
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55. Sana Naldoo, for example, truncated her poem when she
realised that the audience wag not paying attention. If all
else failed the concluding slogans would signal the end of
the performance.

56. Interviewee 1, personal interview, January 1993.




]} .

Qabula’p worda,:“one st never fall asleap 1istahing tg the
iziﬁongo'.57 'Eﬁergy' ie a compomite term that can refer to
. dress, geatura, rhythm, tone and use of language. In other words,
the poem flrst and foremoat had be an axcxting performance In
tﬁ s regard the conventions of the izibongo were undoubtadly
prggerred by the audiance, for example the relativalv high,
sustained tone and rapid rhythm of delivery, the use of cadences,
thé use of arm and leg wovements and unusual, usually Qymbolid;
drese, . _

Ntanzi came clopesat ﬁo the traditional style of dress when
he performed in anim$1 gkins. This idéntified him as an imbongi
of some standing and lent an alr of intensity and ferocity to his
perfarmance He addef Lo the skins a khaki peaked cap, apparanl/j
a pymbol of the guerrllla ox freedom fighter. Thias odd
combination symbolised the transformation of the traditiomal
ét?le and set him apart from nis predecessors. More receutly he
has performed in the khaki uniform of the ANC, since his akins
were stolen.58 gabula, on the other hand had taken on a
combination;of torn clothes and a carefully crafted black skirt
fringed with coloured rags. Althoug£+hia shirt had no collar, he

wore a tie. He told me thie dress symbholised someone who was once
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57. &.T. Qabula, personal interview, October 1990.

58. According to popular rumour, it was stolen by the aecurity.
police to render him less powerful.
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rich but who had been roduoed to doatitution.59 A was .

b hlighted in the cover deslgn of a colloctlon of Hatal poetry,

:the shirt alao regenbled the feathers of an inaingizi bird (tho

Common_Groqu Hornblll in English), known as a prophet of
rainatorms and therefore uaed ag a metaphor fog the poet 60 Ngubo '
dreszed in the urban ‘unitform’ of the Cosatu Eﬁop stawaxd an
‘American’ .peaked cap and a Cosatu tracksult top. Thexe weca
cther poete who .wore the full khaki outfit asmsociated with £:'u
ANC ox, in one case, a formal Buit. 3

These forms of dress appesred to ke effectiva in
egtablishing the poet with a particular identity. They lift
hin/her above the crowd (as do the joX. atform and the microphone)
and signify that this was someone ‘special’, ox morezairoctly '
identified him/her as an imbongi. o |

While dress appeared to be ioportant in capturing éhe
audience’s attention, gesture was one of the lmportant elements
holding their attention throughout the performance. Ngubo, for

0 P

example, argued to me that people should be able to ‘pee’ what

the poet is saylng

Your actions must be equal. Even if momeone can’t understand
your language they can see you are talking about something

53. Russel Kaschula received the same explanation from Qabula..
See hig "Iimbongi in Context: An Analysis of the Contrasting
Power Bases of Three South African Iimbongi, * unpublished
paper (Umtata: Bureau for African Research and Documontation, W
U of Transkel, 199%1}. .

60. See XIzinginaizi: Loud Haller Lives (Durbam Culture and
Working Life Publications, 1989). B |
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sad. If you just stand there the audience will aleo become
boxred. ' : ,

The worker poets moved constauntly during their performéncea.h
(élthough, an mentioﬁéd, this was restricted by microphones), |
acting out the message or aimply.moving their bodies ‘in timei £o
the rﬁythms of the performance. ‘

Language was ala//a factor, with Zulu poems generally
recelving moré eﬁthus'hstig responges. Certain performers, like
Mbuli, were able to t:§n3cend this and apperred to be appresciated
even by ‘those 'ho didn' - understand English. This issue la |
discuesed in further detail below. N

Related to thie is the need for the worker poet to achieve a

B

fine balance between figurative and literal language. As q
mentioned above larger audlenﬁea appeared to need more literal
language as they could not hear "as clearly as in a amaller, more
intimate, venue. This may also have been related to the regional
specificity of certain metéﬁhors and imagea. wWhat islao common, as

to be almost denotative in one area may be & foreign connotation

.in another area. Larger rallies brought the audience together

from a wide range of Placeé and the poet had to be gensitive to

this.6% Interesting in this regétd wag the way in which old
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61. G. Ngubo, personal interview, April 1890,

62. Stuart Hall has challenged the distinction between denctation
and.connotation, arguing that a denotative wmeaning is usually
only ragarded as such because it is so widely held as to
appear ‘natural’.

B. Hall, "Encoding/Decoding,” Culture, Media, languagg ed.
S.Hall (Londpn: U of Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studieg,. 1980): 128-13E,
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im&ges and meanings have been revivedwby;certain poets and
adopted by otheré. Por example the moie (mvukuzane} was first
used by Qabula to describe the union’s ‘infiltration’' of a
factory and was later used by at least two oéher poets. _Hgubo
adaptedr'andh B widely known by) the praise name Mvukuzane for )

his poetic pnrformances. . i e

-

SheE

The poete who were well received also "built p" (Qabula’s
wara;) their auvdiences by ysing the ‘additive effeét' common ﬁo
the iéibéhgo* Images and netaphors were not nedessarily develouped
in *logical aequence' but were sometimés heaped onto sach othar
in a Beeminglv arbitrary fashion. This was more ccmmon among the
more oral poeta {by which I mean those poets, such as Ntanzi, who

tended to compose oraily, either before orx. during performance) .

~Military imagery was common, given the 1evel of violence, and the

ANC’s ‘traditicnal weapons’ (the AK47, tﬁe bazooka, the Scorpién.
machine pistol) were frequently invoked to aymboliéé power and
struggle. Thelr advantage far the poets wasa ﬁhat within their
aﬁﬁience, given the extent of the violence, these were
préctically universal symbols. It was interesting that Nranzi

uged these lmages in his performance of "Buya Mendela" in

' Johannesburg but dropped them and used more colloguial

expregsgions in his performance of the same poem in Durban.
Perhaps most importantly, agreement with the ideds

communicated through thé poems wasg undoubtedly a criteria of

appreciation. “hia wap evidenced by the huge cheers awarded to

crafty 1nsults direcced at the ANC’s and Cosatu's opponents. For

example, Ntanzi’'s description of "collaborators" shivering with
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fear and filling the streets with diarrhoea received an

enthusliastic response, As willﬁféndi%cussed further in the next

chapter, this must be seen in the context of the function of the h

rallies aB a form of resistance and an aspertlon of identity. As
diacuased_b&low,'while ideological sgreement’ «ppeare to be =
necessary for ﬁbpreciation, it is certainiy not sufficient, ‘

It was obvious that the orality of a performance was
extremely significant. A written poem wase generaliy only
acceptable to the audience if the written text was. ‘invisible’
and the performance worked orally. In cames where poets read
their poem this often interfered with the performance and marred
the relationship with the audience. Reciting froﬁ memory was not
necegsarily a prgblem, as Ngubo showed in his very lively.
performances. The audience was also reascnably forgiv:;i.ng_- when a
poet stumbled or stuttered - as long as the rhy":.!:un and enerqgy of
the performance was maintained. _ ! )

As has been discussed in the previous chapter, once Qabula B
had been publlshed and moved from the factory to-the university
he became more text-bound., Ususlly he overcame this problem by
memorising his poems but there were occasions where he read his
poems, to their detrimént. A good example of thie was his
performahée of "Madelakufa", at a rally to welcome releaged ANC
prisoners. He finished writing the poem the night before and wae
not coufident enough tq perform it from memorv. His reading N
lacked the vitality and rhythm that had previously characterised

his work, and the audience’s regponge was far less enthusiﬁxtic

than on other occasions. The organisers cut him short, before he
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had completed ﬁiﬁ lengthy'poem..Although this was supposedly d;é
to time. constraints, it iﬂxunlikaly that they would have o
attempted the aam§ with ﬁj-_}i;f;hogg perféfmﬁnca”wasﬁfar too
7 wvigoroue to aliow a%yone’to ta? him on the shoulder.
My reseaﬁcp"confixﬁs Guné;r'a resdrvationstabout an ovef—-
rellance on_writing, mentioned in the previoua chapter. One of

Ntanzi’s strengthe, from an audiesnce perspective, 1s his orality

and his ability to adapt his poeme to -suit the context of the

< perfo mencs. I have three ﬁ‘f-arent vergions of Ntanzl’s 'Buya'

Muandela® rncorded on vi&eotape, a13 of which are significantly .

- -%2 different and which were modified to address the specific iss?g
S ;
= :% around which the occagion wae organised Ihis relates to the(zact
R
i  §- that relevance and immediacy appeared to be an important critbria
XN h

py"which the audience judges the poetry.

ﬁ?It is one thing, hoqever, to describe the performance events and
the audiendb*s observakle responses to the poetry in genersal

terms. It i‘& howevey, far more difficult to teass out the

r complexitiea of individual raegpenees. Whille it" is not the
intention of this study to exhaustively deécribe or analyse what
lies underneath the surface - and 1ndeed I wnuld argue that is

virtually impossible - it la necessary, by way of example, to

?explore at least some of the more aignificant undercurrents.
Through the personal interviews aid informal dlacussions
mentioned above, I attermpted to test and further clarify the

above obgervationsg. In addition to the well-documented dynamicsa
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and"diffiéultius of the personal interview, a number of specific

problems'and challengas were posed. hy my researeh focus . 63

In many penses the attempt to estahliﬂh the 1ﬂdividua1‘

ﬁ? ‘ regponse in a mass situation is a contradict:on in terma 1t has

to be done after the event, when the lndlvidual is alone agaln
and many of the event’'s effects are lost. In my interviews,

therefore, I had to try. to reproduce the performgnca saituation
!

for individual workerse)

- The most effective stratagy wag to show video footage of
. o iy

previcus events and discuss the poetry contained therein. .

Y " ° Watchkiinx a videofﬁépédfperformance, however, is very different to
_ parf.icipating in a rally. Some of the reasons for this relate to
the nature of tbhe interview situation and others ro the |

televirpal medium. ﬂhe latter w111 be dlecusaed in detail in ) S

]i;-_

Chapter Seven. It is sufficient here to mote thar while the video

'< . -

racording approx;mates facets of the vieual “and aural detail

(depending on the quélity_gf the recording), it does not provide
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63. I do not claim that the admittedly, small sample was
representative of workers in the greater Durban aresg. Th:a
“was partly due to the fact that T Yad difficulty :y'galning
access to sufficient individuals +£6 balance and holster the
gample. In spite of the relevant Cosatu atructures agreeing
to cooperate with wme, access to workers for the purposes of
conducting lengthy intervisws 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 such ag public tranepsert being risky in : :
purban after 7pm; the predominance of male and resident {(non- d
migrant) workers in the organisational structures that ' :
facilitated the interviews; and wmy own shortage of time. I
also reached a point when I concluded {hat I was receiving
little new information. I found the 1nforma1 forms of contacpg i
deacribed above more fruitful ; *

_-'?. [

70




L

Q, - ) O

the aama genge of cccasion; it loaes the audience’'s emotional
1nvolvement in the event itaelr, the relationship between the
audience members, and the dialogue hetweén them and the
performers. | :
Altﬁough.it-waa easential to, as far as poasiblf, interview
individuéis aloﬁe, this tended to lend the occasion ;-rather
f?rmal air. Ths interview-was an event I, ag the regearcher, ﬂa&_
cféated; wag in control of, and which had none of the subjective
cqualities ascribed (by membexs of the audlence) to the mass
political rally The intarviewee 8 responaes rarely contained the
levels of enthusizsm viaible when groups of people watched the‘\
videos in less formal aituations (let alone those found 5n a ﬁass
rally) . A stark uxample of this was an occasion when I visited
the Pinetown Natiocnal Union of Metalworkers of Scuth Africa
(Numsa, previously Mawu) office. I had been invited to do =
Ibecauae a‘youth weeting was taking place and a shop steward
éﬁégested I might find someone to intefview. A young woman wase
released fromﬁ?ha meeting and when the interview was over
participants in the meeting asked to see thélfoot§¢p,54 Their
responses to the videos I had brought with m; weféléarkedly
different to the young woman’sa and more closely approximated
feSponaea at live events. On the other hand, I learned thinga

through the interview that I could never have simply observed by

" watching the audience.

s Am T n RS R R M MR MR M N R M A M M A M M MY AR M e WA M s M MA AR RN R ot MR S ww Hm AE mmy del = e e e G ke e M o Er Em T Em Ak uE ok b e

64. Interviewee 9, personal interview, April 1990.




_;? g Most of the interviews were conducted in Enélish, alghough a
.. traunslator wase always avallable. I decided that’it was. - s
‘ :_ : _pxaferaéle, given Natal’s intense polltlcal conflict, to be able )
{; “ i to reasqu{g the intervieweea that thalr comments would be treated |

g confidentially. As the only transiators available t6 me were
members of uniones and political organ;satlons, I was concerned
that the interviewees should not feel obliged to :eépon& with :f.‘ﬁ
politically acceptable Btégemeﬁt§.55 Uhfortunate%g the use of

English had the disadvantage of precluding the use of any

specialised vocabulary that the interviewees may have had,
althougn I made it clear at thevguu,et of each 1ntervibw tuﬁt
i they should feel free to use anu words at any point in the
discussion. “

A"ﬁcre specific pfoblemifﬁétﬁ&.bonfrontedhwaa the fact that
internretive strateglies are rérﬂly cénsciously employed. Although
mﬁhy peoplé have falrly definite criteria by which they judge.
;;tietic works, these are rarelyhyerbalised. This aleo applies to

the performers themselves. As is mentioned later, when I asked -

Qabula what and how he would teach an aspiring imbongi, he N

replied that he wou}&utall ‘them to go and lisgten to an
experienced 1mbongl"peraonal interview) .- 8'milarly, he found it
difficult to llst_the cr;tarla he would use when judging another

poet’s work. Some interviewees were reluctant to be judgmental or |
/
&
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65. For this reason I have also imposed anonymity on my -
interviewees. I recorded names and biographical detaile on
paper but left the tape recorder off during this part of the
interview. _
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to favﬁur cne poet above tha other. A cammon argument, which I
heard on many occasions and“in many interfiews,Jwas that
different poets were just .that -+, different - and not better ox
‘Wworsé than each other. . | - .i
I found twé gtrategies warkequbeat to élicitrthia kiﬁ&fof
informatiﬁﬁ in the interviews. The firat w;a to show the
1nterv1aweeﬂ two d;fferent poeta performlng and ask them to
comparea their work The aecond was to ask ‘the interviewee, after
they had seen a performance,_whethsr t¥ey thought the performar
wag talented. The interviewees aeemed to feel more cqgfcrtable
answering this kind of questfbn. S ;
\t .

While information gained fLDm the personal nterv1ewa

Vi

contributed te the c?nclusions tﬁdrew, I am keenly aware of their
limitaticna. In essence, these w;?e that my sample was not as |
representétive as I would hﬁve figed and that the informa;ion and
attitudes given by my informants could. 1ot be taken as a ﬁrue E
reflection of their attitudﬂa pnd resgonqes te the poetry in a
11v9-performance aituation Thajlnformatlon gathered in his way-
wéé therefore subordinated to that gainud via other regearch
methods, as described above. |

In general, individuals outéide the context of the rally .
expressed a more critical appreciation of thé¥poetry than was
discernible in mass responsesa. While most reaponded positively to
a wide range of performance styles; in asking them to compare
different poet8’ performanceas, it became clear that certain
gtyles and statements were preferred. | |

Dress, movement and gesture were often cited by members of

the audience as 1mporﬁ "componenta of the performance Those I

i
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interviewed did not identify the symbolism of Qabulu's dress (as
explained above) ut the aymbolism of Ntanzi’s drepe was more

clearly understood. Qabula‘'s dress relies on relatively cbacure
symbolism that is not ambed@ed in the conventionas with ﬁhich the

audience members were familisr. A youth in a workshop sald that

Ntanzi 8 attire tgrabs yqur attention and wakes you think®, and

another polnted out mover: Ent and gaature as aignificant Some
movemens carey specific symboliam. For example, when Htanzi once
féll Sackward onte the floor of the stage between stanzas (as th~
audience ghouted their approval), a member of audience standing
naxt to me pointed it out ase a daliberate and racogniaad aymhol
of inapiration derived from traditional dance.,

A numbex of people ccmmented on appreclation acrose languaée

barriers, asrerting that it was possible and often citing Mbuli

ag an exampla.ss A youth in a workshop said that even though he

coﬁldn't understand Mbuli’s worde he could “see gadness and Jjoy
in his performance" and could identify with that. Ancther person
I apoke to auggested it was bescause of whuli’ s powarful presgence
and his sensual voice.67 1 interpreted such comments as evidence
of the aignificand*}of the dramatic elements of the performance.‘
They also subatantiﬁté;the ckgervation made abhove about ‘energy’

being a central criteria nf populf: evaluation, as did a comment
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66. Interviébae 10, personal iaterview, April 1990.

67. This was not in a formal intervieaw situation.




by an interviewee that Ntanzi'sﬁ“suya Mandela" was weak becauss
it did not have enough ‘comph’ .88 | ]
Related to this was the appaxent 3ignificance of spontaneity
- which was confirmed in a number of my interviews.5? The related
questions of oral*ty and literacy have been dlacquad‘abcve
It was on more general guestions of pcetic gtyle {(which I

sea as encapsulating both performance and content) that

differences aseemed to exist. These fell primarily along the lines-

of age and attitudes towards (or involvement in) traditional

forms of culture. One interviewee gaid that she, like most young ;3

pecple she knaw, preferred Mbuli‘a atyle to Ntanzi‘e but regarded
both as izibungo, arguing that izilongo should be kept alive.’?
Interviewees expresaed dif%erant opinions about what worker
poetry could be termed izibongo. One argued that Ntanzi was not
pexforming izibongo but that Mbuli was,?’l

It appears that where the izibongo was still in usme in the
daily lives of the audience, acceptance of an izibongo-atyled

performance was facilitated by familiarity with the conventlons.
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68. Interviewee 2, perxgonal interview, January 1990,

69. Dumizane Ntshdngase suggested to me in informal conversation
that this may be due to the imnortante of an appearance of
spontaneity in the izibongo. Perhapse spontaneity is taken as
an indicator of inspiration.

70. Interview 5, April 1990,
71. Interviewee 2 said he thought this was because Ntanzi was "a
Xhosa?, while Mzwakhe was %a Znlu'. Interviewee 10 said that

Mzwakhe was performing izibongc "it's just that he’s using
his second language®.
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izibongo of Oabula and Ntanzi.

A3

In these cases the transformations regquired to appreciate the
emergent form primarily involved ideclogical identification. This

‘poie’ of audiance response inc1uded pébple in the more ‘rural

' areas’ of Natal and older people in the urban areas. Youth at a

workshop in Empahgani expregspd concern that if Ntanzi (whb“cdmga
from that area) died there are no.other.auch poats emerging kq _
take hia place. o '

On the other hand, where people have been mors alienated
from the oral trﬁgition, appreciation not only involved agreement
at the level of ideaa but almo an acceptance of, and
identification with the gymbolic value of, poetic style.’2 This
latter group would include younger peoplg who have grown up in an
urban environment and whose inteipret;ve expectations have been
formed via popular urban culture. Amoﬁg the urbanised youth
Mhuli’'s reggae-based ﬁoetry ig apparentiy preferred to the
73 :

Differences were noted in the ‘messages’ of different poets.
Ona interviewee remarked that the difference betw: n Mbull and
Qabula wase th&E the formér spoke about eventsg in the townaships
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
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72. The notion of different poetic styles or forme carrying
symbolic value is discussed in Chapter SBeven.

732, Tkhie was vonfirmed by eve: one I spoke to about.this
question, including youth and people with othe: preferences.
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they were read and not performed, but also because he liked pcems
that were about what was happening around him (Interviewee 2). He
first became infareated in poetry when he atarted hearing it at
political meetings during his high school days.

That.a poet spoke ‘the truth; was frequently mentioned as
important, for example that Ntanzl a;oke the truth about Mandela.
In the Empangeni workshop poete were praised because Fthay talky
about our experience®; "they encourage us to lock at wnat is
going on around us”; they "make our lives come alive like video®
and becsuse they "inspire us and awaken ouyr own talents”. On;
participant said he I":51.».\‘5.1:c:1uaa off like a T.V." when he hears ﬁoem
praising 1eader§ of Inﬁatha on the radio. Thia aﬁggest& that, for
maﬁy people, ideoclogical considerations may override all
others.’% Interviewees often began discussion gf a poem by
referring to the ‘message’. |

Members of the audience, however, ilnsisted on the
distinction between poetry and sloggPs, citing originality as one
characteristic that differentiated tﬁe two. Further evidence of
this was the fact trhat the queétionyof'talent was viewed
differently. Some iﬁterviewees were of the opinion that anycne
could performﬁif they tried, including tkemamlves, while others
thought it was a special gift. c

Outside of the performance event, then, individuél memberg

of the audience tended to exhibit more critical responses to the
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' 74, Which is different to saying that poetic consliderations do
not matter at all.
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poetxy than those observable in the performance situation. Theix

reaponses were based on a range of pcetic and ideclogical
expectationg, some of which appear to be common and others which

vary accoxding to the individual's prior axperiences.75

The .ahove analysis haa important imrlicat;ons for the way in
which we view worker poetry. At the most Easié level, it goes a
long way towards countering claims that worker audiences simply
respond to the poems a8 artlees political slogans. The fact that
the aesthetic criteris emplbyed by the audience appear to be |
closely rel. ad‘tc the 1lzibongo re%nforces the view that much
_workernpobtry represents an adapti;n and reinvention of the _
iiibongo. It is also clear that the poetry is deeplg_émbeddad in
the broader context, which I have not yet discussed in any .
detaii. Thus far the focus has been on the specific context in
“which the pdétry has been performed,-that ;a the performance
events. These in turn require further contextualisation.

Before moving on to this task, there are a numbef cf
conceptual issues that require clarification. In the next
chapter, therefore, I take a look at a number of critical

concepts central to the later discussion. There is a
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75. The danger in ‘reading’ aggregate responges of a live
audience and ‘anthcologlising’ these into a proposed hierarchy
ig therefore that it can reduce highly complex processes into
apparently simple ones. I have tried to indicate that theve
are a range of poetic atyles and messages competing for the
aucdience’g approval. While I awm convinced the above general
trends are accurate, it is likely that further research could
usefully highlight further complexities and divergences.
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congiderable, though divefne,-body of 1f%era£ure that can halp
clarify some of the key questions that arcse in the course cf.
this étudy. 1 axplcfaadifferent ways of conceptualiaLﬁg and
regearching the signiflcance of audience and readership‘ I argue

in later chapters that the. intimate dialogue that we habe

observed between the poete and thelr audiences is enabled by

ﬂtheir situation within a broad interpretive community. The

rationale for thie approach ig debated in the fdllowing chapter.

This discusseion 1eadaﬁme to approach qpn;gxtualiaatioﬁ'at

- twe 1evﬁ&s. In Chapter Four I define and discuss the socio-

political context out af‘which the poets and their audiences have '
emerged ’I'he mesd rallies are sltuated ag a specific form of ﬂ
mobilz.sa.tion f lin the broader development of a politiual
movement._Thi;‘iﬁ followed, in the same chapter, by a diecuasion
of thé persistence of the izibonge within the major censtituency
of thig political movement (Durban’s African working class). This
chapter establishes both the organisational proceqsea through
which the audience was likely to arrive at the perxrformance

events, and the key cultural and intellectual reaouréea the
avdience brougﬁt;with it. In Chapter Five I look at the more
specific contéxt of the emergence of worker poetry within the
labour wmovement. What factors explain the precise nature of the’
poetry that has cﬁhe to exist? Was it a consclous invention by

the political eadership of a powerful means of mobilisi;g people
and influencing popular sentiment? Or is it something that has
bubbled up from below? How was it that the poets began to perform

0]
in the style of the izibongo and who exactly initlated this style

79




AT

g e

L AT

S R e

A

......

in.and through the poetry.
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of performance? In the final two chapters I return to discuss

aspects of the poetry itself, and the kinds of ideas communicated
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and Charlee Briggs point out that the changing emphases in the

audisnce responses: &

CHAPTER THREY

o

In a recent diascussion of poetice and performance, Richard Bauman

atﬁdy of performance stress the importance of datai%g@ studies of

Tha movement from context teo contextualization and related -
concerms enables us to recognize the sophisticated way that b
perfomers and audiences use poetic patterning in 3
interpreting the structure and significance of their own
discourse. Researchers can accordingly ground their analysis
in the participants’ interpretive efforts. (70) _

They observe that the distinction between ‘text’ and ‘context’ is
being redefined, and the notions of "entextualization®* and
"contextualization are gaining currency, Fhus shifting "the
emphasis from product to process" (67). This appreach notJonly

allows for integrated discussion of both the aesthetic and the

ldeclogical in performed works but indeed stresses the necesgity
of thisg. They do not, however, propose a conceptual frameworﬁ
appropriate for the detailed discussion of sudiences.

The following discussion alms to davelop"auéhla conceptual
framework that can guide my investigation of the facters which T
will argue are central to an underatanding of worker poetry.
While I have centered wmy exploration around concepﬁé drawn
predominantly from Reader-Response criticism, an attempt is wade

to syntheaize these with relevant insighte from oral studies.

al




Although problems of readership and audience have been debated by

various theorists and critics, their arguments tend to xelate
gpecifically to either written.or oral literatur®. Durban worxker
pdetry. as has been noted, is.distributed in both dggl aBLP-
printed form. The recipients inéiﬁde pecple acrdss the eutire
oral/literate gpectrum. W@ile aignificant differences do exist
between readership {(and the act of reading) and audienceéuandlthe
reception of an oral performénce), there is clewrly a need for a
critical theory of audience that can guide research into literary
forme that span both oral and written forws 04 expression.

It is ndt my inténtibn to provide a comnprehenaive review of
the pertinent liéerature. Inptead, I attempt to develop
appropriate aonceg@g by drawing extensively on the ideas of a
wide range of writers whose discussions illuminate the ﬁey insues
under discussion. In the field of written literature alone, there
are a number of comprehensive gurveys of Reader~Response
Criticism, each of which runs to between 180 and 500 pages. Even

these end up being sketchy and under-emphasiee certain trends

_within the relevant body of theory. As the editor of one such

collection, Susan R. Suleiman, says:

Auvdience-oriented criticism ig not one fisld but many, not a
single widely trodden path but a multiplicity of
crisscrossing, often divergent tracks that cover a vast area
of the critical landscape in a pattern whose comp1e§%ty
dismays the brave and confounds the faint of heart.
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76. S. R. Suleiman and I, Crogman, The Reader in the Text: Epsavs
1 i {Princeton: Princeton.
University Press, 1580): 6. :
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On the other hand, in the study of oral literature, audience
regponse and participation have of neceasit? been given more
;onsistent attention. Many discussions of orature incorporate-at
least some comment on the nature and fcle of the audience. This
has not, however, often resulted in oral worke being explicitly
studied from an audience perepective. Furthermore there ie no
body of work pertinent to orature that parallels Reader-Responase
eriticiem in ite specific focus on readevs and the act of
reading. A survey of the various appréaghea to audience in the

case Of orature would theretore be an even more difflcult and

)
unwieldy undertaking than a review of Reader-Response Lrlticiam.

e

An example of the diverse nature of oral audiences can be

found in one of the few discussions of orature which fbcuseﬁ on

-the questicn of avdience. Ruth Finnegan argues for the impoxtance

of the audience in the study of oral poetry.’’ She notes that
different genres and traditions of oral poetry carry with them
different audiences within distinet compositions and roles.
Furthermore, the pame work may be performed under different
circumstances snd for different reasone, with different audiences
{or none at allJ.IWithin a single audience, differ«nt members of
the, audience may respond differently. Einjoyment and aesthetic

appreciation, she gpeculates, "must often be the primary interest

of the audience" {230}, While these obgervations are important in

alerting the student of orature to the danger of simplistic
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77. R. PFinnegan, MMM&M@M&M_&M
Context, {Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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goneralisations, they tend towards a shapeleps relaciviem, as a
result of which her discussion provides 1itt1é more than s azense
of the range of posslible audiences.

While acknowledging the diverse nature of audiences, it is
my contention that a more}concepéﬁall§ rigorous approach fo thé-_
study of audience can bé-woven out of a range'of.differentv

sourceg.

The digcussion in the previous chapter centres on.the aﬁparant
existence of common criteria of appreciation among the va;ibuﬂ'
audience mewbers. In contrast to this view and, imﬁlicit in some
of the critical comments ﬁbted in the first §$apter, 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 slogana. While my analysis of performance events amsserts the
existeﬂée of both assthetic and ideological criteria qf
appreciation, it does not address the problem of the integrity of
iﬁdiﬁidual respongeg in detail, There are a number of conceptuai
iggues in this regard &hich should k2 clarifled., The first is the
notion of ‘de-individuation’.

Over the last century {(at least) pafchologiata have offe:ed
various contending definitions of crowds. Early theorists focused
on the extent of de-individuation that takes placee within a
crowd. Individuals in a crowd were likened to people hypnotised,'
who were said to act without any individuality as their
intellectual capabllities were significantly reduced or numbed.

i
This view held that a crowd was generally destructive. Later

84
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»~ - and revolt they would pour forth like a river in flood.

theorist§'P?ve put forward at least two points in rebutting:this 1)
positionﬁJCrode, they asserted, csn be both heroic and )
destructive. More importantly, they differentiated between

organised aﬁh spontaneoug crowde. The organised crowd can be a

highly potent pooling of energysin which the nature of events is

determined not by a hypnotic trance but by the nature of the

organisation.

Formerly the masses were seen as the outcome of a
disintegration and splintering of society’s normal _ _
~ ~ framework; in times of institutional collapse, of revolution

Crowds were nothing but chaos and discrder, similar to the
molecules of a gas. But now we know that they are the very
mateyial that, when mod%gied, congtitutes gocial and
political institutions.

Fellowing this argument, when analysing auvdlences it is 1mportant
te seek out thé cultural‘agﬂ organizational forms which underpin -
their constitution and beha&icur ~ instead of taking Forx g;aﬁted{j g
the amorphous, hypnotic, de-individuated nature of a crowd.’? The
audience can thus be viewed as an asscciation of individuals (énd
of smaller groups) and therefore as a aocial.conatruct that
exigts. for specific reasons at a particular point.

It is here that Stanley Fish’'s concept of interpretive

commurities proves useful. Ore of his main concerns was to defend
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78. C.F. Graumann and S. Moscovici, eds., Changing Conceptions of .
Crowd Mipd Behaviour (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1986): 24.

79. See Sitas "Class, Nation, Ethnicity" for an interesting, if
cursgory, example of the former. In this article he conducta a
detailed investigation into the ways in which an Inkatha
rally was constructed, including fascinating insights into
the methods used to bring pecple to the rallj
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'any investigation of their responser relatlvistic anl ad hoc® 80
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Reader-Regpenge criticiem against arguments put forwéid by tha

New Critica who asserted *"that the variability of readers renders

k

An infinite plurallty of meanlngs would be a fear only if
sentences existed in a sta* in which they are not already . .
embedded in, and had come nto view ag a function of, =some '
gituation or other. ... Wigzin those pitunations, the

normative meaning of an utterance will always kﬁ obvious or

at least acce831ble (307} .

He maintains that meaninﬂs are 1n3cribed in “ayst&mg of

intelligibiityrs = o | ¢
Communlcation occurs only within asuch a sgatem {ox contexn,
or situation, or interpretive community) and... the
understanding actlieved by two or more persons “is gpecific te
that system and determinate only within its confines (304).

These ‘syatema' inhere in instituticnal structures, whach make
ideoclogical diecouraes available to the individual. An
individual’sa conaciouanes& can only move along certain ‘paths’, Eb
determined by the prior availability of ideology.Q;nterpretatiaﬁs
can therefore be directly related to social “institutions. . ‘
The public and constituting norms (of language and
underatanding) ... are not embedded in the languaye (where
they may be read out by anyone with sufficiently clear, that
is, unbiamed, eyes) but inhe1 - .in an institutional structure

within which one hears uttenijﬁea as already organised with
reference to certain asaumed purposes and goals (306).

Different interpretive strategies are derived from a "shared

agreement" among the members of a particular institution. He »

calls this "institutional nesting”. He does not define -this 7

rigorously but gives u1s some clues 3s t® what he means:
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80. 8. Fish, "Ie there a text in this class?"

Critical Theory
since 1965, Eds. H. Adame and L. Searle (Galnegville: U P of
Florlda, 1986) ¢ 344.
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While no institution is so universally in force and so
perdurable that the meanings that it enables will be rormal
for ever, some institutiona or formzs of life.are so widely
lived in that for a great number of people tha meaninge they
enable seean "naturally” available and it takes a special '
effort to mee that they are the products of circumstance
{(309). ' :

Fish's uee of the terme "institutlons", "forms of life , "systems

of intelligibility", "context®, "asltuation®" and *interpretive

. Swrommunity® reflects a confusing lack of rigour and en

0

__inconsistencf in terminology that weakens his camse considerably.

In "Interpreting the ‘Variorum’'" Fish defines an iﬁterpreti%e
community more clearly:

Interpretive communities are made up of _nose who share

interpretive strategies not for reading (in the conventional

pense) but for writing texte, for constituting their

properties and assigning their intentlons...{(407).
Intefprqtive communities are not fixed, however, as individuals
move between them and their boundaries ashlft and change ovar
time. Neverthelegs the alignments which conastitute them are
"always there, providing just enough stability for the
interpretive battle to éc on",

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

T£, as we have been recently told by Stanley Fisa, every act

of interpretation is made possible and given force by an

interpretive community, then we must go a great deal further

in chowing what gltuation, what histcrical and social

- cownfiguration, what political interests are concretely
entailed by EEe very existence of interprecive

communities.
81, E. Said, “Secular Criticism," Critizal Theory gince 1965,
Eds. d. Adama and L. Searle. Gaineaville: U P of Florida,

1986} : 619.




1l

A similar question has been raised by Jane P. Tompkins in

the 'collection of articles on Remder-Résponag criticism she

edited:

||l. N

(’1/
The gquestions tliat propose themselvea within this- critical
framework therefore concern, broadly the relations of
‘digcourpe and power. What makas one set o” narceptual
Lrategiem or llterary conventions win out . rer another? If
the world is the product of interpratation, then whg oxr what

determines which interpretive system will prevail?.

According to these views, interpretation can be geen ag a

contested terrain, with various forcesa attembting {directly or

'indirectly} to influence the inteirprecations of works. Stuart

Hall refers to this as the "clasas atruggla in language", which

reriecty and reproduces broader confllcts and power struggles in

society.83

e

. .P. Tompkins, Reader-Response Criticism, (London: John

A

Any society/culture tends, with varying degreea of closure,
to impose its classifications of the mocial and cultuvral and
polxtical world. These conatitute a

though it is8 neither uniwvocal nor uncontested. This question
of the ‘structure of discouvrse in dominance' is a crucial
polnt. The different zrear of social life appear to mapped
out into digcursive domains, hierarchically organized late

Re may 'dominant’ and not ‘determined’, because it is always
possible to order, classify, assign and decode an event with:
more than one ‘mapping’. But we say ‘dominant’ because there
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Hopking U P, 1980): 226.

In the field of media studies the guestion of readership has
been of greater concern for a longer period of time, as the
problem of ‘influence’ has long been a central cuestion. It
makes sense that litorary studies, coming belatedly onto this
terrain, should draw on the work that has been done in wedia
studies. Not in order to gsubsume ‘literary studies’ into
‘medila studies’ but to see how similar guestions have been
answered,

88




E

exiats & pathern of ‘preferred readings'; and these both

have the institutional/political/ideological order imprinted

in them and bhave themselves become: instirq}ionallned....
fhus to clarify a ‘misundevstanding’ at the connotative

Ievel, we must refer, through the codes, to the orders of

gocial ligz, of economic and poii?ical power and of

ideology.

While the producers of a work may prefer a pafticular
interpretation, and this may ba 1mp1ied or demanded by the work
{via content and/or form}, an 1nt9rpre»er will not necessarily
experience or accept that 1nterpretation. The interpreter could
disagree with, or fail to arrive at, the preferred
interpretation. That this ié the case among at least certain
gections of South African_workets is hinced at in a ieceﬁt gurvey
of Comatu shop stewards which, using Hall’e concepts, found that
"hlack workers' straggles and cultural fornatid%s forge an
oppositional code that resists the dominant images and codes" .85

While the implicatiozn is that literary works are not
determinant or authoritative in the creaticn of meaning,: neither
is the interpretér._Just_aa a work doea not inscribe itsmelf onto
the blank szlate of the interpreter’s brain, neither does Ehe
interpreter crudely impose an interpretation onto the work. The

meaning of a work is derived in the interaction between the

interpreter and the work. The nature of the work sets the limits
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84, S- Hall, "Encoding/Decoding," Culture, Media, Landguage, ed.
Stuart Hall (London: U of Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studias, 1980} : 134,

85. S.M. Pityana and M. Orkin, Beyond the Factory Floor
(fohannesburg: Ravan, 1992): 43,
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tq%its interpreters’ possible responser and it iz possible
(Ehough by no means guaranteed) that an interpreter will apply
different interpretive strategies to a work, arr;ve at a rang~ of
posaible interpretationa and consclously choose to accept a
(particular interpretation. The range of interpretations chosen
from will, of course, have been derived from prior experience.
The dagree to which a interpreter chooses freely is thersfore a
function of-hisfher'prior experience and learning.

Following the logic of such an approach, one cannot sxpect
the common criteria of appreciation I observed to be solely
traceable ﬁo specific gocial ingtitutions. Simply exploring the
origin of the interpretive strategiea would hout be sufficient to

undargtand their specific utilisation in the events under
diacusseion. &

Fish’s discussion also tends to focus on the ideological
dimengion, neglecting tﬁe aegthetic and textual strategies thch
I argued were central.to the audience’s responee, and which
Baumann and Briggs have placed at the heart of their approach.

Jonathan Culler approaches the guestion of interpretatica
from a elightly different point of view. Although he doss not
address the problews ﬁéaed above directly, his discussicn does
provide key conceptual tools which are useful bridgeheads into
the discuseion of textual or formal qualities. Arguing against
Norman Holland’s attempt té oxplain different readings with

reference to readers’ wergonalities, Culler hypothesises that

different readinge are the result of the application of different

interpretive conventiona.
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Mr. Holland fails to study reading as a process with its own
opefiﬁions and goals. He leaps from text to reader, calling
on adimplified notion of personal identity that is much
more problematic than the notion of thematjic unity which he
thought over simplified literature.... A psraon is a place
of intersecting roles, forces, languages, nona of wh%gh :
Lalong to him alone, all of which are interpersonmal.®® = -
Rather than asking why difﬁerent readers read as they:do, Culler
aske how they read (62). He maintains that the critic should
"focus on public interpretive progesses". It becomes clear,
thaﬁgh, that hie concentration on recorded interpretations is
somewhat limiting. He contends that one need only congult "the
ppectrum of interpretations that literary history records®, thus
in his view ensuring an awareness of the entire range of possible
interpretaticns (5%). Culler does not explicitly entertaln the
investigation of popular responses,

Culler's notion of interpretive conventions, however, has
much to recommend it, especially when viewed in conjunction with
useful insights from oral studies, W.F. Hanka, in a recent
discussion on text and textuality, adds an interesting
parspective to the debate, paying particular attention teo the
nyerbal text".87 Poetic devices such as parallelism, rhythm,
'metrical and phonological integraticn", "the structure of"

deictic terms, such ag ‘this’, *here’, *I', ‘you’, and ‘now’" and
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86, J. Culler, "Prolegomena to a Thedry of Reading," Ti

. eds., S.P.
Suleiman and I. Crosman (Princeton: Princeton U P,'lsse): 86,

87. W.F. Hanks, "Text and Textuality," Annual Review of
dathropoloay 18 (198%): 95-127.
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intertextual reference all contribute to the interpretation of
text.

Thus even though any atrip of text van be multiply
interpreted {(through alternative c¢enierings! 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). E

| _
Hanks stresses the importance!of metalanguage in influencing the

audience’'s reception of texts| This consiasts of “"textual alements
that refer to, destribe, or otherwise characterise text itself®,
He cites research which points at other factors.

" Discourse analysts have identified a number of other devices
that codetermine textual interpretation. Of particular note
are various kinds of schematic structures known as frames,
schemata, scripts, scenarios and mental models... [T]hese
fixed data gtructures are definitionally selective and
therefore lncomplete (108).

Hanks asserts that text is in fact "a way of reading". In this
viéw, interpretive strategies are encoded into the text and not
juat applied to texts. Many of the qualltlea of worker poetry
discussed in the previous vhapter (such ag the slogans Framing
the performance, the dress codes, the rhythms and imagery derived
from the izibongo) could be argued to fulfill precisely this {;'
function. They provide c¢lues 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, c¢ited above, by Bauman and
Briggse. Discussing ways of conceptuzlising formal cualities 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 meaningful insofar as it 1s
connected with some type of content or function... [I]t is
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apparent that reifying form‘as & collection of empty :

containers walting to receive small dollope of referant#al

content or lllocutionary force impoverishes our

underatandlng of performance and of communication (65).

The stylistic conventions that the avdlence uses to ‘appreciate’
tﬁg“ﬁd%try do not just function at another level to ideoclogical
coticerns. They are an integral part of the communicative act.
They argus that "performers and audiences use poetic pattefning
in interpretiﬁg the structure and significance of their own
discourae® (70). The go-called *formal® conventiona.of the poetry
are enga@yed by the interpretive strategiee of the audience in
such a way that facilitates their criticﬁl engagamenﬁ with the
ideclogical "content® structured in it. In this way the
auvdience’s féception of the poetry, ag discussed before, does not
have to differentiate between content and form..A good poet, in
the eyes of the audience, "speaks the truth" in a pleasing style,
which is one they “recognise, know exactly how to decode, and can
thus appreciate. As Baumann and Brigags putﬂit:_

Performance puts the act of speaking on display - :

objectifies it, lifts it to a degree from its interactional

- petting and opens it to scorutiny by an audience (73).
A poem can therefore serve am a form of dialogue between the poet
and the listener precisely because of the conventions they have
in common. Similarly, Hanks suggests that such forms are, in
themselves, important inteliectual resources.

A fascinating digcussion of the intimate relationship
between audience and performer can be found in Harocld Scheub’s
Fhe Xhosa Nisomi. He argues, for example, that:

The creator of an n;ggm; must. .. brlng the attention and

imagination of the audience into total involvement in the
production, with the artist firmly and constantly in
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ﬂcontrcl. Once this is achieved, she can make the fullest

artistic uge of her many-faceted art form. The tension that .

existe between performer and her audience mey well continue
throughout the performance; an able performer will make
effectiva]uae of this tension, and convert ggat could become
a disruptive force into an aeathetit value.
He aleo notes the significance of the.performative elements. The
audience igs, he arguea,‘%compoaed almost entirely of performarg
and potential performers" and i1s able to parﬁicipate actively in
the atories becauae of their familiarity with ita con%antions
(58) . Thus the audience ies also performer, playing mb*e or 1ess
active roles at appropriate moments in the ptory. -
These conventions should not:, however; bh gesn as a atatic
get of rules. Reader-Respponse c¢ritic Hane Robert Jauss explores
the changing and dynamic nature of readers’ responsea.sg He has
used the term "horizons of expectations““to'deecribe the
interpretive strategles readers briﬁg to bear on literary texts.
Thege strategies are derived both from prior literary exposure
and broader experieénces of life. It is the text’s ability to
remain influential and challenging to future generxatiors that
Gotermines whether it will ‘survive’ as a ‘clamsic’ or die as
‘culinary’ or mere ‘entertainment art’:
The "verdict of the ages" on a literary work is ...the
succegeive unfolding of the potential for meaning that is

embedded in a work and actualized in the - atage: of its
historical reception (30).

89, H.R. Jausag, ALQE
Harvester, 1982)
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... [The text] could ¢pen .up new ways of seeing things and
preform new experiences that only in historical distance -
in the recognition of what is now familiar - give rilse to
the appearance that a timeless truth expresmes itself in the
work of art (31).

daussbemphasises the relationship between texts in history. |
arguing that one haas to "discover the evolutionary altérnating
raelationship of functions and forma" (33). aé this "evolution™ im
mediated by audience, survival depends on more than gimple

innovatzon K ' sy
The new is thus not only an aesthetic category. It is|not
abaorbed into the factors of immovation, surprise,
gurpaseing, rearrangement or alienation, to which Formalist
theory aseigned exclusive importance. The new algo becomes &
historical category when rhe diachronic analysis of
literature is pushed furtiler to ask which historical moments
are really the ones that first make new that which is new in
a literary phenomenon {35}.

It is the responses of audiences, critice and future producers
that determine the influence of a text on future horlzcns of
expect;tion.- ’ v

Therefore, he argues, literary history cannct simply be

reduced to social history:

The task of literary history is only completed when literary
production is not only represented gynchronically and
diachronically in the succession of its systems, but aleo
seen ae ‘®mpecial history’ in its own unigue relationship to
‘general history’.... _
The social function of literature manlfeats itgelf in
its genuine pogsibility only where the literary experience
of the reader enters into the horizon of expectations of his
lived praxis, preforme his understanding of the world, and
thereby also has an effect on his social behavicur (39).

Drawing on the above discussion, we could define an interpretive
community as a group of interpretere that share a significant

number of interpretive conventicns or strategies, which include
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both ideclogical and aeathétic elements. A single interprater

will not "belong® to only one interpretive community, just ae no N

perscr belongs to any single social institution. People exist
{and move around) in a complex”ﬁatrix of social relations. 50 §
A interpreters are bombarded by a nuwber of works which implicitly
or. explicitly prefer certain interpratations. As Fig &) haa pqinted
out, interpreters can wove from cone interpretive community'to
another, adbpting or rejactiag interpretive strategies as they
(consciously or uncenscipusl?) are inflvenced by different, o
- competing, institutions.
In analysing any pérticular get of interpreters, therafore,
we can expect to see both gimilarities and dissimilarities in
interpretation. Importantly, however, we can also expect to see
significant clusterlngs and trends emerge. The texm "interpretive
commun}ties" is useful for describing these clusterings or
trends. Hall’s argument suggests that interpretive strategles
also exist at different ‘levels’. He drawe the important
distinction between strategies or conventions that are so common
ag to appear natural or universal and those strategiss or

conventiong wmore obviously a result of what he terms "slituational

ideologies".

Interprative strategies consist of rules for décoding a
work. They include: grammatical ‘rules’ or conventions for
interpreting the structure of language; semantic conventions for
interpretation the meaniﬁglof words, phrases, symbols, idioms,
metaphors; aesthetic conventiohs for the appreciation of the

worke, or what Hans Robert Jauss has called tlie *Ffamiliar norms
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or the imminent poetice of the genre” (24) . These conventions are
notynatural or universal;nthéy are soclially constructed and
modified. Interpretive strategies are not only apgliad to works,.
but are algo constituted by works (among oth&r forﬁa of
communication) via the act of interpretation.

UInterpretive strategies do not exist. ae iaolatad entities
within the ingerpreter*s mind, to be dragge’ inco operation when
a interpreh&r interprets and thereaftef returned to the cioset.
They must {and do} interact with other ideolcq;cal elements. An
_lnterpreter 8 interpretive strategies wlll not tharefaiL
solely determined by thelr previous literary experience but also
by their other experiences. - - y
| * The adoption of interpretive strateé@es is therefofé not
simply influenced by the proximity of a grouvp of interpreéters in
space and time, or byﬁtheir infiuence on each other and by
negotiations between them, but also by the influcnce of various
gocial institutions on interpreters and the very nature of the "
performance event itéelf;“

Writere (and composers) are also interpreters. The works

they produce not only influence the interpretive strategles ofl
their audience but also reflect and embody intérpfetive
strategies they themselves have adopted. Both interpreters and
writers are, in this sense, simultaneousl; soclal agents in their
~own right and sites of struggle between social. institutions.
i, Poetic performances therefore Ffunction, as Barber has described,
a8 sosxial acta in which both poet_&ﬁ%#pérformar play an importan£

role.,
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‘Influence’,, in thies context does not imply a crude
determiﬁiém. Just as the work, in Raymond Williams’ wordé;“"seta
limits" on possible responses, so do the interpreter’s
experience, ideas and attitudes.?0 Within theae limita, however,

both interpreters and writers perform ideological work on.the raw

material they have absocrbed. This work may be either conscious or

unconscious. It may involve, as suggested agnve, the selection of
a particular iﬁtarpratativa strategf or the {(coherent or
contrﬁdictory} merging of various strategles., It is indeed
1iké1y, given the number of interpretive atrategiea, that a-
particular interpreter ig likely to experience (or be taught)
that the failure to do this work will result in a nighly confused

{and contradictory) interpretation.

The fact thﬁt the audiences"discusﬁed in the preiioua.chaptex
appear to prefer poens performed in the izibongo style is
therefore more than just a question of taste. Their preference ia
& statement, as m;ntioned above, of identity and theizr
familiarity with the conventions constitutes a form of power.
Gunner and-Gwala, discussing Zulu royal praises, gay 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 present in a number of

ways ond can become part of radically different, clashing
ideologies (13}.

" 80. R. Williame, MaxxiﬂnLﬁnd_LiLéxﬁzuxg (Oxford: Oxford U B,
1978) » ' : :
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One of the aub-texts irplliecit in the preference of the izibongo
and related styles ig the agsertion of the valldity of indigen;uag
culturalﬂformazﬁit'ie implicitly {and for some of the“pdete o
explicitly} a refueel_to concede that this -altural form cenucﬁly &
.be mobilised into what Sitas terms the "authoritarian populiem;

of Inkatha’'e narrow ethnicity (*Clasa, Nationy Ethnicity“). The_
ycuth who, as mentioned 1n\fhe~prev e?s chapter, prefer the :
"urban rhythme® of Mbuli’s poetry are making a statement about

the cultural styles and values that they have ccme.to identify
with . Perhaps their preferences are also an act of rehellion

=

-fd yinst conventions which were imposed frow above yn egh001 and

whirh have become to ‘closely asasociated with Inkahnai ; jﬁne
1nterviewee put it, apertheiq kas caused many people teﬁ;eject |
the izibongo as "belonging" to Inkatha.?l . '; ;“
From this point of*view,.it is interesting that aesthetics.
are not an arena that union and ANC leaderghip appear concerned
to contest; I did not hear of a case where they suggested that aéﬁ
poet’a performance was not e;;ia;igallx appropriete gégltheir. o
rallies. This only makes senge if,.as'appears‘po be Ehegéase, the
leawdership regard the poe&xy simply as light ehterteinment whlch:
warmns - andu%ekes—up the ;udiencelup for the reception of the
" ‘real thing’, that is the speeches.

One could therefore argue that the performance genree are

situated, in the mass rally, as more than just one meana of

91. Interviewee 1. This polnt im explored further in subsecuent
chapters. :
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ayticulating and popularising certain ideas and values. They are
a means of producing those ideas and airing them in public. In '_ f
: this thev must compete with other oral forms of ccmmmnicatibn;n ?fﬁ; j

the oratory and polemics of the leadership who are the onlyocther

competitors dllowel onto the platform‘92 Worker poetry is, in'

Barber's words, "at once action in soclety and reflection upon
gociety... not of couree as in a miryor image, but in a mediated
. 1 refracted discourse®.3? gimilarly, Gunner and Gwala show how

the izibongo in their coll.ection serve to "map contemporary black . -

experience” (Mugho! 24). In its popular form the izibonge is used
by peoplé "o cateh and he'd thelr lives and personalities® [11).,
In worker poetry this serves to situate and confirm people in

particular identities, with individual and collective dimensiocns.

* In the poetry the personal and the political merge in a complex

sensge of gelf. e
7

"o pimply Apeax. of de-individuation is, in this context, to

deny the extent to which both poets and audience act as agerits. | L?;;}.. j
This was evideat in the interviews and in group discussions where :;?ri .
I asked thehpartigipanta to explain the significance of worker g
poatry. A workshop of aspirant performera{éaid that poetry was

}gble to unite people, and that this was important because if they
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92. See Barber (2) for a succinect discussion of thig function of
literary texts, whlch she seees ap inclusive of oral
performances. _

93. K. Barber, I Could Sveak Until Tomorrow: Oxiki. Women and the
Past in a Yoruba Town (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution P, 1991): 2.




learn each other’s culture, "then people are stronger when

demanding things”. Unity is seen as the antithesis of forced

. segregation, Unity does nof mean a denial of differences but a

process ofﬁgringing together different people: "It is hetter to
knew about our tradition, touuae it and improve it. It makes it
easier for our éeople te appreciate cur message, ﬁe'can use it to
expresb oux feel%ngs”and frustrations". Ari Sitaa'believea that
the individual’s response is in itself a form of resistance:
"your reeponge is your-defiancg".94 |

It is clear that in order to fully comprehend the complex
nature of the performance and reception of worker ?oetry, we need
to undersﬁand-noﬁ simply'gfreified, ‘objective" context within
which they take place. Rather, following”Baumann and Briggs, my
aim-is ‘v exploye various facets of the ways in whick. the
decontextualisation and contextualisation of thesé gérformancea
have bheen achieved., In cother words, what is the ideclogical and
aeathetig baggage that the audience'bringa into the performance
events? How doas the poetry utilise poetic Lonventiona to enable
the audience to reflect upon, affirw, or contradict a particular

get. of ideas? What are thosa ideas and how have they emerged? Can

we Bpeak of an interpretive commua. ty which shares an horigon of

expectations comprised of certain specifiable interpretive
conventions or strategies? To what can we ascribe the existence

of thiéjcommunity? Is worker poetry simply a reflection of thig

94. A. Sitas, personal interview, April 19%0.
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community or has it played a rolk in its constitution? And has

the audience baen an active or a passive part of these processas?
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Making of an Interpretive Community

The audieﬁce at tﬁe Mandela xally discussed in Cﬁapter TWO was
not an arbitrary gathering of people intereatéa in hearing and
seeing Mandela speal. for the flrst time since his réieaae. )

~ Neither were they s.mply responding to the advertised presence of
a range of poets and muasicians. Those present, like those who
attended the other types of events described in Capter %wc,
arrived there as a result of maltiple proceaaéa”of lccélised
mobilisations and identity formationf_It has already apen
establighed that thic members of this and othexr similaxr zudiences
exhibited a range «f common responsges to the poetry that went
significantly beyond simply applauding peolitical s}ogans.

The central axgument of the previous chapter ;:aa that the
reception of literary workas can best be understood as belng
located within a broad interpretive community. Thie chapﬁer aims
to investigﬁhe how such a community came into being and to
explore some of ite defining characteristice. There ;§e two
centrak strands to the argument. Firéﬁ, that increasing social
and politidal polarigation and the ceoncomitant griwth of labour
and political movements has led to a process of ideocloglcal and
cultural noalescence. Second, that the izikongo has persisted to

& significant extent among the African working class in Durban.
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In gpite of significant countervailing tendencies, these two
factors led to the existence of a loosely organised ‘interpretive
community - of pecple who ghared a get of broadly similar ldeas
(while being otherwise ideologically heterogeneous) and whb were
familiar with the basic poetic conventions of the izibongo. Thus
R the potential was created for the use of the izibongo &g an
intellectual resource. In the next chapter, I proceed to discuss
how thig potential was realised as worker poetry emerged within

the labour movement.

Urbanisation and conflict
I
The creation of an urban working class in Durban has been the.

subject of much scholarship, which this study dees not attempt to

summarize.?> As has been noted in numerous of these studies, the
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9%, For more detailed discusmeion, see:
. I. BEdwards, "Swing the Asgegal Peacefully? ‘New Africa’, §
: Mkhumbane, the Co-operative Movement and Attempts ro s A
Transform Durban Scciety in the Late 1940s," Holding i~ 3
Their Ground: Clagg, Tooglity and Culture in 19th and -
frica, eds. P. Bonner, I. Hofmeyr,
D, James and T. Lodge {(Johannesburg: Witwatersrand U P o
and Ravan, 1989): 59-104;
J. Guy, "Debating Bthnicity in South Africa." paper,

P~ Conference on Ethnicity, Society apd Conflict in Natal, -
£ U of Natal (Pietermaritzbury), Pietermaritzburg, 14-16 -
: Sept. 1992; ;.
M. De Haas, "Ethnicity, Identity and Political Conflict,n .
© paper, Contference on Ethnicity, Society and Conflict in N 3

i Natal, U of Natal (Pietermaritzburg), Pietermaritzburyg, .

I 14-16 Sept. 1992; )

i M. Rentridge, The Upofflcial Was: Ingide the Conflict in . .
_ Bletexmaritzburg (Cape Town: David Philip, 1990); ;

P. La Hause, “Dr;nking in a Cage: The Durban System and the

¥ o 1929 Beer Hall Riots," Africa Perspective 20 (1982): 63-

78;

| S ., "The Mespage cof the Warriors: The ICU, the

S Labouring Poor and the Making of a Popular Political

A7 Culture .urban, 1925-1930," Hollipg Theiy Groupd: Class,

Lecality and Qulture ip 19th and 20th Century South




process of proletarianisation and class formation has not been
“;; the sole determinant of the ideélogical ané culturél
; characteristices of the resultant urban proletariat. Cultural
factore have played a significant role in influencing the precise
ways in which workers have nagotiatedﬂ;bg crises of idantity and
culture that such massive social uphegvala thrgst upon them.

Durban hag been the recipient of one of the most intenue

processes of urbanisation in South African history. 98 In 1901 the
African population numbered only 15 000 (La Hause &4). Until

1958, when the first houses 1in ¥Xwa Mashu were.built, moet
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Africa, eds. P, Bonner, I. Hofmeyr, D. James and T.
Lodge (Johanneshurg witwatararaud U P and Ravan, 1989):
- 19-58;
S. Marks, "Inkatha and Contemporary Politics," n.p., n.d.;
A\ M. Morris and D. Hindaon, "The Disinteg¥ation of Apartheld:
From Violence to Reconstruction,"
i Fxom. . Red Eriday’ to Codepa (Johannesburg: Ravan,
19%2): 152-170; :
.. Piper, 5. Shange and V. Wedekind, "Ethnicity and the
? contest over mesning: Considerations on ethnicity based
"on a case study of school-going youth In the greater
Pietermaritzburg area," paper, Conference on Ethnicity,
Socilety and Conflict in Natal, U of Natal
(Pietermaritczburg), Pietermaritzburg, 14-16 Sept. 1992;
J. Seekings, "The United Democratic Front and the Changing
Politics of Opposition in Watal, 1982-85," paper,
‘ Conference on Ethnicity, Soclaty anad Conflict in Natal,
i U of Natal (Pietermaritzburg), Pietermaritzburg, 14-16
. Sept, 1592;
A. Sitas, "Clawss, Nation, Ethnicity®;
D.¥. 8oni, "Socio-gpatial 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 statistice are hard to come by, the Durban
prese often claim that Durban ies the second fastest growing
city in the wcrld.




Africans in Durban lived in Mkhumbzne (or Catce Manor) on 1anq
leaged from Indians.?®7 A toral of 125 000 Indians, Africans and
"g few thousand whites* lived in Cato Manor. By 1985 it was

estimated that over one millicn African pegople lived in Durban

and its en&irona, of which juat"over balf (508 $73) resided in

‘informal settlements’.?% The African population ranged from a

:'r -\/J):‘
C\ small but politleally significant and relatively affluent African

petty bourgeolsie, to a newly urbanised and largely uné%ployad
Bquatter population.99 The working clase has not only had tc deal
with a repreasive 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 (Sitas ﬁClaﬁS, Nation and Ethnlcity*). 8o while
material differences were not insignificant, they are often wore
d question of degz¢e than fundamental class divides.

Social stratification has not automatically led to diffegent

strata aligning themselves with one side or the other in the

conflict, Sitas maintains that Inkatha and UDF-Copatu have

appealed to different sectors of both the working class and the
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7. T..Lodge, Black Politice in South Afrige glnce 1945
{Johannesburg: Ravan, 1933)- 148,

98. A, Sitas, "Inanda, Auguat 198'5 Where Wealth and Power and ’
Blood Reign Worshipped Gods, " South African Labour Bulletin
11.4 {1986): 118. i #

99. For detailad dimcussion of this, msee D.V. Sonl "Socio- ﬁpatial
gegregationn.
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petty bourgeoisia.lao At the same time, Mike Morris ané‘Doug
Hindson have provided compelling arguments that: \\i

Often vielent conflict between contending politiwal
organigations and ldeoliogies within the urbkan black
population, has been accompanied by antagonisma within
particular residential communities, clashes between
residents of shantytowns and neighbouring residents of
formal townshipas, and discord between a unionised working
class, the emergent black middle clags and the ever-growing
black underclasses (156} .

Morris and Hindson argue that the roots of the recent violence
“can be found in the collapse of aparthaid forms of social contxol

. and intensified conflict over rawources.

Other sources, discuséed by Morris and Hindson, have
attributed the violent nature of_political conflict to a range of

factore, including the mobillsation of ethnicity; political pcwer

struggles; the destabilising activities of the state security "
forces, a shadowy ‘third force’ and the ‘legacy of apartheid;. |
Such analysea ﬁave in the common.the viewstHat politicﬁl
Rslarisatian within the working class was not an inevit;ble
consequence of proletarianisation. While the conflict is so
widespread and complex that it is often difficult to pinpoint'any
single causal factor, what the abovementioned analyses often fail
to take cogniaancehof is the precise ways in whkich the contest

q © over political loyalties has takenvplace. We can take as.given

that there are multiple material factors underpinning the

outbreaks of viclence. What requires further elaboration, @
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100, Similarly, uestions of cultural continuity and change
cannot be neatly explalined in terms of social
stratification. I will return to thie point later.
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however, is the cultural and politics methods used'to mobilise
different individuals into different ‘camps’ - and the remources
people have drawn upon in formulating and communicating their own
views on the political conflicé.
in a recent challenge to structuralist accounts of
ideological formation in a nascent working clags, Ari Sitas has
argued that:
Workers do not ‘adjust’ to systems df dominant
interpellations; rathex... they react by forming ‘defensive
combinatlons’ which epring up ‘proto-communities’ or
cultural formations (Class, Nation, Ethnicity" 269)}.
Sitas centres his diggussion arcund different conceptions of
"Zulu-nesa” among black workers in Natal. He shows that there ig
no pingle appropriation of *"Zulu-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
*ghow whether this differs over time" and to "enrich oar
understanding of local histories®. Similarly, in a review of
three studies of Inkatha, Shula Marks notes that inadequate
attention has been paid t¢ "the nature of the aubjectivity and
political conaciousness of [Inkatha’e] adherents and the
peychological rewards the movement offers® {(YInkatha and
Contemporary Politics" 186). .
In discussing political developments in the 18408 in Durban,
Ian Edwarde has claimed that: | ™
To study the lives of ordinary Africans in the city through
analysing some of the organisations which claimed their
adherence is insufficient. This can often lead to a.narrow
ingtitutional higtory. Furthermore, the, higtory of the
Durban African proletariat’s political expression during the

19408 is mainly concerned with essentialiy proletarian
populist movements rather than with highly structured
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organisations. Such movements always had an smbivalent
relationship to thé then established organisaticns. (60)

In such a view, the atudy of urkan social and political movements
canﬁét pimply focus on the efforts of politicians to mecbilise
popular aentiment "Erom abo#e". Crucially, it muet entail the
detailed study of the ways in which the contest over identity and
political 1oyalty takes place at local levels. And it must
provide ineights into the way in which "ordinary people® act as
agente in the formation 6f such movements and the.construction of
ideology. | |

Of course this épproach poses problems- for a study such as
the current one. It could be argued that the notion of an

interprétive community assumes a larger, «nd posgilbly more

‘coharent, unity of identity than the above arguments allow for.

Bowever, while the focue of the fgllowing discussibn ié on those
factors which have resulted in Jié coalemscence of local cultural
formatiéns and identitiems, it does not sgeek thobfuacate the véry
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 in erpretive community is useful precimely in that
it describes a fragile coalition cf interpretive strategies. The
position that certain factors have lead to the éonstruction of
such a convergence therzafore takes as ite atarting point the
varied and diverse nature of popular congcicusness.

It sgauld be recalled here that#the initial spur for my
study wae precimely a reaction to aséertiona that worker
audiences simply appreciated the poetry as political slogans. I

have shown that iwplicit in such arguments is a notion of the
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‘\.ﬁ ' sudience ag an unsophi?ticated, undifferentiated maaa unabla t&
distinguish bhetween slmganeering and poetry and incapable of
responding critically to the political ideology expraasﬂd through
“the poetry. My approach also seeks to challenge the idea of

popular cnnaciousnessias a response to interpellations f£rom

above, Although intellectuals and politicxana have unquestionably
attempted to mobilise popular support thfbugh certain appeals to

- workers’ sense of self-identity, this thesils secks to explore the

o
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waye in which both poets and their audiences have played an

active role ae social, agents in constituting such an interpretive
f '
community.

Explaining how worker poetry has come to be receive(TQO

positively by such large audiences requires an understaniing of

| -
the different roads down which members of these audiences have
travelled on their way to such events. One mears of sketching

such a picture is by analysing the ways in which the labour

movement and the ANC has evolved over thewpaat two decades. What

I attempt to provide baelow is a broad overview of the development
of unione and other ANC-aligned organisations, whose members
.éonatituted the audience of worker poetry. I have included a
brief discuseion of Inkatha in order F? develop our understénding

of how it and the ANC, which shared platforms as recently as two

decades ago {both c¢laim to have originated i? the ANC before it
® wag banned}, ended up dividing up Durban’s African working class

and setting it at war agéinst itself. Ag will be aseen, the answer

ig primarily to be found in thexconflicting strategies which the

organisations adoptec to oppose apartheid and win peolitical powex
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for themselves and their (often common) constituency ! For the
purpose-of this discussion, I will focus on developments since
the early 19703. 5 _ R_ '
Through such a discussion it is hoped that a. picture wmll~
begin to emerge of how individuats have become ‘involved' in the
organiaatianal atructurea of the partiea at varicus 1avela and
therefore of how the 1nterprat1ve é\ " .-qity has emerged. ﬂhlie
acknowledging the limitations of ‘institutional’ histories, it is
ultimately the organisahians that have led to the existance, no

matter how tentatively, of an interp*etive community.

X The (re-emergence of the trade union wovement e
As Edwards has;illuatratad, political and labour movements were
relatively insigﬁificant in the 1940s. By the mid—:SBDaﬂ however,
this situation had changed dramétically and.the 1abour.§bvement
had become the central organisational force among the African
working class. When, in 1986, Copatu called a stay-away to mafk
the centenary of May Day, the rabour Monitori g;aroup &Btimated
that 60 percent of Natal's''work force heeded the call. 161 In
March 1990, after the Mandela Rally digcussed in Chapter Two, a
stay-away was called protesting police action in the townships.

Although opposed by Buthelezi and Inkatha, the response to the

call in the greater Durban area ranged from 60-S0 percent {426).

101. J. Baskin, Striking Back: A History of Cogaty (Johannesburg:
Ravan, 1991): 124,




~' This change ;n the natwré and extent of work;ng claas

9_\ .? .
organisation was heralded in tbe 19703 by the wave o strikes
which began in. Durbanwand then spread to other parts of South

Afrlca. Accordlng fﬁ emy Baakln, "the first three montha of.

1973 saw 61 00 workers on ptrike - more than the total for the

prévious eight yenra" (18) . Spurred on by rising prices; atagnant:

Vageu ‘and increasing levels of unemployment, the stflkea were #'
followed by & burst of trade union activity.l02 py- 1975 the Traﬂg
Union Advisory Co-ord%nating Council (Tuacc), established as a
central bedy to facilitate the;growth of the uniona in Durban,

claimed_that.its unions had 14 000 membera {19).

The growth of the unlon wovement did not initiallV“entail-lﬂﬁ

, .

”ﬁlgniflcant changes in political conﬁciouaness. In 1975 Eddie
Webater ccnducﬁ%d a survey of union 1embers which found that 87

~ percent saw Buthelezi as:their leader.103 For some years ;nkatha
and Buthelezi called for "the extension'df trade union rights to
Africans® and, according to both Mare and BRaskin, even intervened
in labour disputes on the sids of workers.194 ag recently ag 1980

Buthelezi was an invited speaker at the launch of Fosatu

affiliatesg {310).
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102, Meer, §. "Cowrmunity and Unions in Natal,* South African
Labouyxr Bulletin. 13.3 March 1988, 77.

103, G. Mare, Brothers Born of Warrior Blueed: Politice ang
Eimm_in_.m {Johanneaburg: Ravan, 1992): 89.

104. G. Mare, "Educa*ion in a liberated =zor ., " Critical Arts
4,465. (1988): 127. o :
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The Tuacc unions pinned their strategy on strong shopfloor =
organimpation and the election of leaders by wﬁrkers (215. They
remained politically inactive fér gtrategic reasons, arguing that
the unions had to protect the space th&y had created by avoiding
confrbntation, They would utilise this space, they argued, to
build solid organisation and the time for explicit ﬁolitics would
come later. |

In 1976 the government banned a number of key unionists
throughout the country and attempted to defuse the momentum Ey
encouraging the introduction of liaison and works committees as
alternatives to unions (24). Shamim Meer's interviews with'ehop
stewards provide intereating fgtaila of their experience of these
committees and of workers’ ca&gion in joining unions.l05 In 1577,
a commission under érofesacr Nic Wiehahﬁ'was appointed to
investigate South African labour law. Although the commimsion
aimed to co-opt and control thé emerging unioneg, it 4did allow for
the official recognition of black trade unions. Iu April 1979
Fogatu was formed, uniting unions from Tuacc and a numﬁér of
other unions. Fosatu adoé:ed_a similar strategic perspective to
that of Tuace, arguing f?r direct worker control and stréssiﬁg
the building of astrong organisational structures. In the e;;ly'
19303‘§09atu aleo Eegan to build shop stewards’ lccal :oungila,

which drew together elected worker officiala from Eactorieshin a

105, "Community and Unioas" 79. See alsc the second part of her
artimle: "Conflict in the comminity and in the factories,®

south African ™ boux Bulletin 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 workeras' movement. These "locals® were

later to take up ccmﬁunity issues and farilitate gha gormation of
“ultural structuraa {ap is discussed in the next chapter).
Although they also allowed for relationshir~ with student and
other community organiaations, thepe did not develop

significantly until the late 19804.

Inkatha, ﬁnazulu and re;istance to incorporation
The history and politics of Inkatha have been extensively
discusaed byoé range of comméntaéora and researchers. No
undasa;anding of Durban working clasa political life can be
complete without at lcast some dimcusaion of the key features of
Inkatha‘s activities during the pariod under disnussiun.

Inkatha started out as a cult?ral movement, ostenaibly with,
the blessing'of the ANC. Inkatha‘kqwhole hearted participation in
the homeland structures and polltfés, howaver, set it on a
collimion cocurse with other organifﬁfiona rooted in the African

g0

working c¢lose population. 1 | .

)

LM

In 1972 the KwaZulu Legialatiye hssembly wasi formed under ¢
the'Homelands Conptitution Act. Inhlsév KwaZulu was granted
‘phase tWo' self-government. From this point on, Inkatha the
political movement became almost indistingulshable from the
KwaZulu géyerpment. KwaZulu hasg effectivelﬁ bean Tun as a one-
party stata;_giving Inkatha total control over and unlimited
access to the resourcee of the homeland governﬁent. Inkatha iz

organiged hierarchically, operating through Kwazulu govérnmenh
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strﬁctu;ea (both bureaucratic and military), a plethora of local
branch.structufes aﬁd a trade union, the United Werkers Unlon of
Scuth Africa {Uwusa). Its power base is predominantly 1ocated
outside the metropolitan areas of Durban. The mdnological '
‘cement’ binding Inkatha 8 orvganisational strategles wag an |
attempt to revive, or reinvent, the historically potent force of
Zulu n&tionaliem, combined with varying degrees of Chriatianity

and capital%nm.lcs

Inkatha has also spread its influence beyond KwaZulu
territnry through tha organisation of branches and through its
participation in township administratlon via community councils
and advisory boards.

“Inkatha broke tiea with the ANC in 1879 after Buthelazi &
failed viait to London.}°7 Thereafter the relations batwaen tha
two degenerated frdm host:ile rhetoric to open warfare, By
extahaion, Inkatha has also come into conflict withlthe United
Democratic Front (UDF), which Buthele;i lzbelled a front for the

"ANC wmimsion in exile" 108 Although Inkatha cn1laborateu with the
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1 106. The social construction of ‘Zulupess’ has been the smubject

of much debate and ig dealt with by many of the writers
cited in thise chapter.

%]

167. Por detailed discuasion of these eventa aee G. Mare and G.’
Hamllton, & : .

E.'Q.l.ﬂl.m fJ(Jahannesburg ‘Ravan. 1987) .

108. G. Mare, "Inkatha - by the gr&ce of the Nationaliet Party?
Part Two," fouth Afrlcan Laboux Pulletin 13.3 (1988): §9.
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government by utilising its structures; it'neverthglesa claimed
to oppose apartheld and was abvi&ualy interested. in playingﬁa
more_central role in regigﬂal and raticnal politics.

'One of the first markers in the histor? of ANC-Inkstha "
conflict was the proposed incorporation of a numbes of townaﬁips-
inte Kwazulu, which would place them Eirmly under Inkatha g
control. The state and Inkatha reiponded ta the reslatance which
met the groposal with repression and vioclence. Thie generated a
wave of counter-violence. |

This set the tone fox the viclent conflict which was &g\
follow. As numerous commentators have peinted out Inkaths has
ragardad Natal as“lts territorv and has reacted violéntly to any
form of organisation whlcn does not fall under its control, As
mentioned above, Inkatha initlally gupported the emerging labour
movement until it became apparent that the unions and their '
federatiﬁna'would resist any attempts by cuts.de bpdies to
dictate to them. Even hefore Foaatp became Cosatu, drawing thé
unions into a ¢lose alliance with ANC aligned organisations,
Fomatu's emphaais on worker control contradicted:}nkatha s
emphasis on central control. : , " ;;P

There i® no doubt that at t?e time 9? Inkatha'e break éﬁ;ﬁ -
the ANC that it commanded widespread suppgrt.vggior to this itx*
had received almost unqualifiedqsuppdft from ANCﬂéﬁpporters.
Inkatha conscjously evoked the ANC's symbols and claimed to have
inherited the mantle of the ANC’'= 1e§derahip after the latter waé;
banned., Inkatha’s incraaéingly violent r;aponse to various forﬁsi

of working clase protest, whether strikeas, school proteats, rent .

2
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or bus boycotts, has howevar forced mapy of its former Buppe ”m )
Lo recﬁnaidar their allegiancea. |
Peliable figures mbout the extent of Inkatha’s support at
the close of the 19805 are hard to come by, as different surveys
show ‘widely varyiqg levels of support for Buthelezi 'and Inkatha

(ranging from 41 percent to 87 peftaﬁt).

) 8chool boycotts and the student wovement
In 1976 the KwaZulu authorities aayounced that it was t;king
control of education, The 1376 uprisings had not aignificantly
affected ﬁntal schools and in 1979 Inkatha ¢laimed that there was
Fp avidence of “unreat rel.ting to pnlitical factora" in the
achools {Mare "Educatian in a Liberated Zone" 128) _ N
' Under the heieland system the Kwazulu authorities did not.
have enough money to establigh a substantially di’;erept
education systemn, Mare:poinﬁé out that there were in fact
proteata in many schools at problems 3n the system (129)}. In the
registance, especially-after the Congress of South African
Studentes (Cosas) began to orgsnise in the schodls._

Inkatha rtook a dim view of Cosés, which was rapidly banned]
by the Kwazulu suthorities. Reports of haraaémené and
aspaesinations of Cosas members ia}lowad. Mare recountg how
membexrs of Kwazulu Legislative Aaa;mbly were "sent home to
restcre the respect for and authority of the elders" ("Inkatha -
by the grace of the Nationaligt Party? Part Two" §5), One member

"vhoned his apologles for his abasence at the Legialative Assembly
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as he had a pupil in the boot of his carl”*. Kwa Mashu and
Universlity of Zululand students in partictlar suffered. In May

1980, 200 armed Inkatha supportéﬁg attacked protesting students

L)

in Kwa Mashu and in October 1983 Inkatha supporters killed Five

students and injured_113 at the ﬁp;yersity of Zululand.99 In

’{:5

1984 student hoycotts in protest against tha tri cémeral

elections forced the closure of all secondarf achools in
Lamontville and studente in KwaMashu boycotted classes in protedt

against anforced Inkatha lesaonu.llo

The banning of Cosas in KwaZulu and then, in 1585 in aouth
"Africs as a whole, did not cause a submidence in student and

youth avtivity. In late 1985 studbnts campaigned for Students

Repregentative Councils (SRCz} and t.hen establiahed ‘tcwnahip
SRCe’ which r&preaentéd 8RCs fram all schoole in a particular

township 11 The boycotta and protests which Twept through the

schools during 1985 were vigorously opposed by Inkatha, whose

v1gilantes attacked proteatlng studente. KwaZulu school

principals, ai% members of Inkatha, were informed that all ¥

students ahoulﬁ be Inkatha members ("Natal students").
Former:sthﬁeﬁtﬁleadera.also formed youth congre?ses in many

townships throughout Durkan, which by 1966 "were undoubtedly the
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128, "Inkatha battles with anyone who atanda in ite way," Saspu
Natiopal 5.1 March® 1984, 24. _

1l0. "Countrywlda proteat ‘g4, &gﬂpg_ﬂg;;gnal 5.7 Decemﬁer 1984,
10-11,

111. "Natal students are on the move, Hﬂ;g;g_gﬁﬂ;hg_ﬁgrtgn
: October 1985, 10. - . o

"
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4 = " most aéti&e, orgénised and 1argeat UDF affiliates in the
 §j townships" (Mare and Hamilton 25 Appetite for Power 201).
“The UD¥ in the 1380s |
Pr@@r to the formation of thafﬂnited-ﬁéﬁﬁcfatiq,Front (UDF) the o
main community organisation in the.ﬂﬁriﬁéL townships, the Joint
Renﬁ Action Committea (. oracy, spaarheéded resistance to rent and
traneport increases and to the incorporation of certain townships

into KwaZulu. Meer QCcmmunity and Unione® 82). Jorac existed in

Lamontville, Chesterville, Shakaville and Hambanathi. This

opposiﬁi tOvincreasingﬂrenta led to increaeing conflict with
Inkatha councile (75). Harrison Dube, a Jorac organiser in

LLaméntville, wae assagsinated in 1983 and, when Inkatha invaded

Hambanathi in 1985, ten houses were burned down and a number of
people were killed,

In o tric opposition tc Inkatha, the UDF remalned outside

of Kwazulu and Natal local and regional structures. What was to
become-Lhe support base of the ANCivas developed Ehrough a _ F?Lw S
network of student, youth, women's. and civic organiﬁationa |
affiliated to the UDF. By early 1“34 the following UDF affiliates
were liated in Natal: 8 student, 15 youth 5 uniona, 3 women’s,

28 civics, 4 yreligious, 11 political and 7 other.l12 Tha jdeology

underpinning the UDF was premised on a broad "non-racialism®,

e i incorporating various ideological strands ranging from tao

e T it e Ty T L g

M. Swilllng, "The United Demonratic Front and Township
Revole, " ngh_;n_ﬁxgg;gga 49 (1987): 26.
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orthodox communisasmn oL the South African Communist Party (SACP),
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to a less revolutionary liberal social democracy.

Degpite various localised conflicta,_nurbaﬁ initially
remaiﬁed relatively quiet, "while the popular insurreétioh raged
in other parts of South africa" (Meexr "Community and Unicns in
Natal® 75). | - | )

By late 1985: however, all major townships in and around
Durban "were aflame as youth and Inkatha-supporting amabﬁtho
pattled it out in the streets® ("Conflict in the community and in
tﬁe factoriea” 66i.113 Meer cites Sitas’ estimate that. 75 peaple.
were killed and over 1 000 injured in these battles (66).

The trigger for this outburst wae the aszsassination of
Vietoria Mxenge in August 1985 (67). \Séhoolchildren and
unemplo?ed youth in Umlazi, KasMashu, Clermont and Lamontville
boycotted classss and marched in protest against the murder. They
attacked the homes of counclllora, schqols and shops. In Inanda,
youth.attacked Indlan residents, burning their prbpartiea to the
grouﬁd. Mxenge’s funeral was sttacked by Inkatha supportexrs from\\‘ré
Lindelani, leaving 17 people dead. o

; The fledgéling community organisations were unable to
control éventéhas youth turned to burn down the homes and shops

of known Inkatha officials. Inkatha began to forcibiy recruit

ltownship residente into their impis.

These events caused majpr tensgicne within Fosatu unions,

w;th shop stewards having to mediate the conflicts (72)* Shop

113, 2madbutho was the popular term\ for wvigllantes.
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stewards variously blamed the violence on Mxenge's asaassination,
apartheid, general socioc-economic condltionm, and & lack of
grassrbats organénation. They identifiéd the “Iﬁkatha-amnbuthc"}
various traders, councillors, shacklords and the SADF as
collaborating with each.other, The rank and flle unlon
membership, howe%ar, were deeply divided, with s number of
{wéﬁkera fighting on the side of the Inkatha-supporting amabutho.

In many areas shop stewards attempted to establiash meatinda'of
youth and workers to discuss the conflict and to persuade other
workers not to fight for Inkatha (74). But many were not egquipped ’

to play this role because Fopatu’s policy of steering clear of

politice had distanced them from community organisatiocns (where
they exigted). As one shop-steward said at the time, they "were
not ofganiaed into structures? which could respond to community
isgues (74}. Another called for.*more education" to equip them
for this ro.‘ail.eze.';t

Ancther problem wag, as Jereny Seekiggs has shown, that the

United Democratic Front had falled to- develop a coherent

organiaaglonal presence in Durban’s African townships in the
2T - early 1980s8. Leaders of township organisationa claimed at the
time that the UDF leadership had neglécted the developthent of

~.f organigations in these areas. As mentioned above, it was often
school studenta, inltially through Cosas and later through the
various youth congresses, that constituted the backbone of
political organisation in the townships.

A critical determinant of the violent f;rm the ¢onflict

between the UDF and Inkatha took was the lack of democratic
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ingtitutions through which the parties could campalgn fér
support. The extremély circumgcribed form of democratic politilice
represented in the local authorities and homeland structures were
widely boycotted by supp&rters of the UDF and Cosatu. Although_’
ANC-aligned candidates had contested these elections on a handfﬁl
of cccagiong in previous decades, this strategy was ahgndohed in
the 1980a,1%% Ingtead the UDF attempted to introduce i;s.own form
of democracy via iﬁa community based organisations. These "organs
of peoples power™, as they were dubbed, relied on building
alterngtive structures to those imposed by Fhe-atate and on
isolating township and homeland atrﬁctu;es.v

The conflict was therefora unresolvable within the
parameters of apartheid institutions and the céntest rapidly
escalated intc both localised and generalised conflict. The scals
of the conflict left little room for individuals to remain
outside of the conflict.}15 a violent stalemate began to emerge
in the late 19808. Neither UDF-affiliated organisations, t?e
atate or Infatha could Impose their institutions as the siﬁes
within which politics should take place. This led to the #
increasing use of force on &ll sides: the state declared a state

of emergency and'brcught the SADP into the townshiﬁ%,'the pcllce
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114, The internal debates within the UDF around participation in
local authority structures le axtensively dealt with by
Seekings.

115. It has been frequently noted that ii many areas, support for

either the ANC or Inkatha was influenced by where one lived
and who controlled the area.
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detained many leading UDF activists and hit-sqﬁada began
systematically assasgsinating othars: o
Military and quasijmilitary gstrategies became the order of -
the day. Inkatha, the Kwazulu police and the government’s
‘pecurlty forces’ wcre accused of colluding with each oth,. 1
while UDF and ANC members were accused of carrying out arﬁéﬁ

attacks on policemen, soldiers and local authorities.

From Posatu to Cosatu {j

Although Fomatu attempted for many years to remaln outeide of the
developing conflict between the UDF and Inkatha, the polarisation
of the EomMunitiesijn which its members 1iveduaoon led to it
Seing pulléu irrevocably into an alliance wiEh the UDF,

':In Novembex 1985, when Fosatu merged with other ﬁniona to
become Uosatu, those arguing for political affiliation were in
the majority. Coaétu, while not affiliating to the UD¥, adopted
the Freedom Charter snd aligned itsel® with the ANC. The members
of Ceosatu’s affiliated trade unions became increasingly involved
in community politics and Cosaty, along with youﬁh organisations,
became the organisational backbone of the UDFweos&Lﬁ alllance. In
1986 a Durban Cosatu official argued that:

It has become imperative to consider defence in the
townshipa. Shop stewards and progressive youth have found

thempelves natural allies in the bid to p{ogect their
families and themselvea in the townshipe.ll

116. "W'ining Away Inkatha's Base," Work in Progrvegs 45 (1986):
31,
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'cOmmen{atora seem to.agree that Cosatu blundered when, at its

f launch, national preaident Elijah Barayi attacked Buthelezi and

Inkati 1. 117 Thig provided the pretext for the formation of Uwusa,

which gocon developed a reputation for dfarupting Cogatu’e ‘
aCﬁivitiea. Increasingly Inkatha saw Coﬁatu as the eneny and_%ice
versa. This tendency was accelerated by the.cngbing violence' and
by the late 1980s Cosatu was firmly entrenched in an allianca“
with the UDF. ‘

In the late 19808 and ‘rhe earlthQQOs rallies under / he

ausplicers of laboﬁf organisJtions and broader rallies undexr the

banner of ‘national democratic’ community based organisations
Wy
tended to bgcome indistinguishable. The worker poeta reflected

this shif%=in wbhaa1a in their poetry, wﬁich ancreasmngly became

EE aharacteaised b,
3 content . 118
ﬁ At the time of my research, few gatherings outgide of formal

i

vwsetingl of Cosatu ltructures could be characteriged as ‘purely’

"‘national democratic’ as opposed té ‘worker!’

ﬂorker occasions, Given that the vast majority of African people
iﬁ\purban are working clagss, the class character cof the audiences
did\not change aignlticantly. What did change, however, was *hat

the ra;llea began to include larger numbers of working class

See Baskin, Mare and Hamilte  .or detailed discuseion of

11‘? L]
o this incident. _a
; 118. For example, compare Qabula’s serlier work publlshed in’

i Black Mamba Rising with his receat poems in
,+ mgggbggk Kelwyn Sole makes a similar obsmervation in his
_ review artig le *New Words Riging®. }
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,townshi;ﬁ’fas_opposed to the hostels). The workers aurvhygﬁ.wura

. .also relatively privileged in terms of income-and educaijion. 81

PR AT PSR R )

' scale of violence has politlcised WOrkers to tne extent tl_,_f

i EEa

is now difficult to make such generaliaatlons.l‘o

B

the foxmal manufacturlng gector, How@vex, 32-perceqt of R
. P o
regpondents v -~re migramts, wost of whom stayed in rooms;%n e

o . . ) ES

percent had passed gtandard six or'abqye, ‘9{1 pax nent ird L,
_ _ _ . !
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119 At the rallv celebrating Mandela's release, at leadt half of
. the organis;ng committee were unlonistsa.

120. It is therefore still apprspriate, I would argue, ﬁn labal

the poetry as worker poetry, although a few of the'L g@-
performers and.theiy posms would have to be exclude -fr@m-, -
this category {(for exal. ‘le, when Ari Sites and I pefformed

at the rally celebratlﬁg Nelson Mandela’s release).;
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standardqeight or above and 14.2 had standard ten or abo#e 42 -
] percn“*.of women and 55 percent of men had less than standard

seven Only 13- ‘percent ofjthe work force earned less than R100

per week and 33 percent eirned over R150 a week.

One couid nxpect to gee higher proportions of women and
youth in a sample taken at the ralliea digcuseed in Chaptar Two.
The range of ‘leisure time' activities reflected in the aurvey
also give imrartant indicators aas to the diverse cultur&l

_ practices of this group. This will be discussed in more detail
belewr,

- Bthnicity, conaciousness ~nd multiplas identities

While the above brief overview of organisational developments
gives important insights into the increasing polarisation of the
African working class, it does not provide much clarity about the
wi.ys in which this intersscted with ordinary workers’ daily l @
lives. Nelther does it tell us very much about: popular culture in
the Durban townshipsa and the ways in which the working claas hag,
negotiated the criaea of identity which the violence muet have |
thrown up. Much as such a perspective Qnul@ evnhance the pregent
study, there is ﬁnfortunately very little wr%ﬁten about popular
cultture in the Durban townships during the p;riod under
diascussion. |

In the commercial wedia, representations of the effects of
the conflict on ordinary penﬁle's lives focused on viclent
clashes, death and dislocation, presuhably because these made for

more sensational reading material and visual footage. What would

¢
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be an important jarea for further exploration is in fact the pmiar
oppoaiteaﬂbf these. What about the people who have lived through
the vieclence, who have managed to stay on in the Lownghlps? How
hava ﬁhéy coped with the daily atresses and demands of living in
such a climate? It seems that few people h:ve -wirined untouched
by the conflict and many families have membeia iwolved in one or
another organisation. People have to live and work despite the
turmoll around them and what is needed is o detalled picture of
what 8ltas has called the "defensive combinations" or "cultural
formations® which have provided the immediate social and cultural
homes for people living in the townships.
| The CWLP 1eisure time survey provides interesting insights
into the daily activities of unlbn members,. Theirgleisure time
(not spent sleeping, travelling to and at work) is divided am
follows: :
28 percent of the time im sccialising, wvisiting, drinking,
20 percent of the time fixing, mending in the household,
about 15 percent bf rhe time.watching iive or listening to
sport. 1. percentoof their time listening to the radld
(although the radio 1s on most of the time). About 8 pexcent
of the time reading, 6 percent of the time attending chureh,
5 percent of the time atcending union meetings, 3 percent
attending cultural eventas, 2 percent of the time watching
television (this excludes aport) and 2 pterc:emfe at funerals
and weddings.

Women workers aspend about 37 percent of their time
fixing and mendina in the household, i.e. doing "women’s
work!, Only 18 p . cent of their tima i spent socialising.

In both casea this "socialising" 1is not what the myth of the
vibrant township ilwplies; rather friends and kin gather in a
conktant busyile of interactions. Thely participation in out-
going type qf activities im less (save church going) (4).
The article points out that shop stewards utilise far wmore time

than others on Cosatu buginesg (about 60 percent} . The rest is

~ spent on community meetings (10 percent;, fgnerals and funeral
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arrangementﬂ (10 percent), household choras and socinliaing (20
percent) They slaep leea than other workera, thus atretchlng
their leiaure time. ' : 5
The survey establishea that the faliowiné "items of material

culture® are commouly owned: radios (52.7 percent); telavision
setas (45.5 percent) and music syetems (37:8_percent}.xvﬁétd a
quarter of workers aleo own a variety of'hoﬁaehcld and gardening
equipment., 14.8 percént own rﬁnning shoes and 3.5 percent a
goccer ball. 1.7 percent own a musical instrument. |

~ In general relatively lxttle time im spent utilising this
Equipment. OF those who own television sets 26.6 percent spend
iess than an hour a day watching zhem. 36 percent listen to the
radio in the morning and 31,3 percent only in the eveninga. Radio

programmes listened to include music (63,7 percent), sport (47.8

peicent), stories (42 percent), news (40,5 parcant);'

announcements (27.5 percent} and religlion (20.2 percent}. The

survey also concludes that Radio Zulu "is losing out tﬁ stations
ilike Capital Radic and 702". TaiéQiaion programmes inclu&e: newé
(57.3 percent}), music (51.3 percent), filma (33 percent), sports
(31.5 percent) and religion (8.6 percent).

30.7 pe#cent oﬂaworkera read books trough1§'E§ﬁ;§ame
rercentage of men and women). Some of the statisti&s”for
readeréﬁip of particular books are given in Chapter Two. It is
worth noting, however, . that the most common bocoks are the bible;
those pregeribed in schoolé and various3popu1ar Zulr gnd Engiish
novels. A slightly highér percentage (36 percent) read magazines,

ineluding Bona (50.5 percent), Dium {31.7 percent), gag§'{29.4
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percent), Leazn aud Teach (4.7 percent), Lsbour Bulletin (2.3
;1 percent) and Injula (1.1 percent).
| Newspapers are far wmore widely read (78.6 percent). Thege
_ include Ilapga (58 percent), tré@e union newgpapers 541.2
Q; ' percent), Unafriks (40 percéntj, City Preas {36.4 percent), The
E Pajly News (35.2 percent;, Ithmuaﬂhﬁm;;gzg (28.5 percent), The .
New Natjon (18.8 percent), The Weeklv Mail 9.7 percent) and
SBowetag (9 percent).
- ?i ' Involvement in cultural activities includes cholrs’ (13
\ percent), dance {8.2.percant),ndrama {6.5 percent), muslg (5.9
béﬁcant) and_pdetry (3.8 percentg. Of those involved in cultural
‘actlvities a high proportion are migrants: choira (40.9 percent),
musich70 perce?r?, dance (42.8 percent)}, poestry {33 percent) and
drama (63.6 peréént); As mentioned in Chapter Two, however, =z
higher percentage (47 percent} attend workers’ railiea {where
culture is often included in the programme) and:ﬂﬁitural eventé

in the cummunity (29.5 percent). Although few workers play sport -

(19.5 percent), wost follow sporting events.

Uhfortunapely, while thesﬁ statisticge dq give us a sense of
the variety of workers’' leisure timé activities, they do not )
provide significantly detailed insights into the nature of
workeras’ identities. Further research needs to be directed at
eatabliahing the qualitative details of theme activities. As ﬁ
mentioned above, surveys into political attitudes give
conflicting resuits and often appear to be influerced by the

agencieg conductlug them.

The question of workers’ multiple identities has, however,

been given some echolarly attention. The developing pdliticél

129




ATESMNE L e "_ PRacety

G R e B

movement rapreséﬁted by the ANC—aligﬁad prganinationn_did not

eradicate pre-existing cultural forms and identities. Each
householé in the vast area under discusﬁion has developed its own
way o£ sustaining various indigenous ritdals crx replaciné'them
with otherg - depending on both individnai:choiceq and force gf
circumstan;;. Indigeénoug cultural practices have either persisted
or died depending on their ability to adjust to the dawands »f
these new situations According to Fyiaa the specific n.ture of

urbanisation in Durban has ancour éd contznultias in popula.

culture ("Claas, Nation, Bthnicit *}. One of the factora he- takes

into account is the rols played by four "formidable urban
novements" this century in reimrenting the tradii::.ons and ideas
asgociated with ‘Zulu-ness’. He aleo c¢ites a survey that found
that ag mahy as 75 percent of the township popuiﬁtibn etill have
active links with the countrfaide. o ) “

A national survey was conducte& in September 1991 into shop
stewarda' views on a range of leaues (Pityana and Orkin_agzgnd
;hgﬂﬁgg;g;ymﬁlgg;) Shop sgtewards, as has been noted above, form
the core of tha labour movement. They are more highly |
politicised, more milicant and spend far more time engaged fﬁ
labourhand political activities. The survey concluded that a
minority of shop ; tewsrds (18 percent) in Southern Natal see:

themselves in ethnic terms.l%l 45 peércent of the national total,
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121, The guestion included the options "ethnie®, vethnic plus
South African" oxr "South African". fhe 18 percent opted for
either of the first two options,

i
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however,'felt that the rights of minérities should bhe protected
in parliéﬁent - and this figure was higher in Natal. “

The survey results are somewhat misléading. As has been
noted, 8hop_atewa:da”afe more highly politicise& than most
workers and would be more incliﬁed to ‘see thelr answer to the
gquestion as a statémant of'Political allegiances. A diff;rent
queation} such ag the one about minority rights, would prdbably
have glicited a ve:yhdiffarent;xeaponae. An example of this wae a
discuﬁsiap I had with two shop stewards about "traditional
préétices;. While they initially insisted thaﬁ they were
oj-rilised Christians" and 8id not indvlige in any "traditicaal”
rituals, further discussion provided evidence to the contrary.
They agreed that "muti" did work in protecting peoplé agéinat
bulletg. One claiméd to have seen it working. They also |
acknowledged the importance of communicating with their ancestors
through various rituéls“aasociated with birth, marriage and
death. : \

A fascinavting plcture of a similarréo—exést;nce of
" identities is shown in’a recent analysis of th;bgktitudea of
pupils attending a Pietermaritzburg school (Piper et al,
"Ethnicity and the Contest over Meaning"). The study shows that
95 peréent of the students saw themselves "as Zulus" and most of
them aubportedba range of “traditional custome® such as lobola,
initiation,_traditional“ceremonies. regpect for and communication
with the anéestors. At the same timé 74 percent were either
_members.of, or aywpathetic to, the ANC.. 

The authors conclude that while many of the atudenté

- gurveyed "demonstrated ethnic mowents to their identiciea®, *this
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does not imply that the students. sampled could be termed ‘ethnic’
ag/commonlypunderstood“ (12) . Accordiﬁg to their definition,

identity is ‘ethnic¢’ when the locue of the identity is a
‘eultural’ group, i.e. a sgocial group characterised by
certain meaning-giving features such as customs, language, -
hiatmry, gymbols and soc on... :

[}
Ethnicity, ti “lgozial phenomenon, requirea 3 component of
collective action, as it is prowmpted by a (nower criais -
more ppecifically an exclusion from power: artlculated in
‘eultural’ terms. This exclusion on ‘cultural’ ‘grounds means
the power crisis assumes an identity component. The ethrnic -
group becomes the ‘golution’ to both probléms of identity

. and colliective actlon. .

They argue that "the persistence of ‘traditiohai-cultnré‘ is not

a eufflcient or necessary condition Eor ‘ethnlc' conﬂc;ousnesa“

In thela view, "the term ‘ethnic consﬂiousnesa' attempts to

- caplure the sense of continuity over time that is associated with

the common understanding of ‘ethnic identity’", .
similarly Mike Moxris and Doug Jindson have observed that in
the Natal conflict, =
Although raople are often mobilised using ethnic or gultural
ols, this ethnic basisg often coincides with material
divisions® (152).
Sitas argues that one can draw an important distinction between

populist and popular democratic movementa. A populist movement

such ag Inkatha "apart frowm effacing class contradictions,

legitimatea itas right to rule through the establishment of a
political mythology of origins® and "does not challenge existing
cultural formations®, On the other hand, popular democratic

movements (such as the hNC/Cosatu}
¥ Are incapable of producing such a politlcal founding -
mythology. Either they have to resort ho 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 interpellations on a moment of genergi”éiapoaﬁeaalon
and on comton attempts in strugglé to forge a common. -
identity ("Class, Nation, Ethnigcity® 269).

These interpellationa from above therefore cannot eimply
overwrite existing forma of idﬂntity and knowledge.
‘8itas’ view is that claes position is a ‘material fate’
it sets Lartain limits on lifﬂ axperiencea and therefore an :

i

culture and ideology (269).,@he process of proletarianiaation

gives ripe to a range of d;%anaive‘cumbinations {and cvltural

formations) through which psople atcempt to-cbpa with their _
‘material fate’, often by utilisin&lcultural forms acgulred from
previous generations. 'Attempts made by poli%ical movements to
form a ﬁlaas {or multi- class) ideology therefore neceesarily
involva the reorganisation of these cultural formations.
Political movements attempt to create new, unifying'identities"
which are notlpnly ‘written’ from above but also ‘composed’ from
below, pfimﬁrily through orai forms £ mobilisation.l22 in
Durban, Sitas asserts, the bottom up (oral) process is more

signifiéént because of low levels of literady.123
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122, I assume he is referring to forms such as the mase rally,
the meeting, the march and the toyi-toyl, as wall as to more
' dnformal means of oral communication.

123, Deborah Bonnin and Moses Ngoasheng have explored the role of
worker poets as ‘organice’ (in the Gramscian sense} or
‘gragsroots’ working class intellectuals. See: D. Bounin,
"We Went To Arm Ouregelves at the Field of Suffering -
Traditicong, Experlences and Grassroots Intellectuals,®
unpublished paper, U.of Natal (Durban), 1988; M. Ngoasheng,
"‘We Organise and Educate’: Cultural Intallactual \in the
Labour Movement, Btaffrider 8.3%4 (1989): 29-38.°
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P : . The interpretive comminity under discussion therefore

1 includes a wida apeck"um of people, who have retained or e
abandoned ‘tzadlticnfﬁ ‘eultural practices to vw:ying degraes.

The ANC has raj;cted the ostensibly “tradltlonal“ authority

i structures established by the South African snd Kwazulu

L govarnmentadbut it does not follow that its members have
abandoned'ethnic or traditional praccices ﬁnd identities

altogethex.124 In reality the ANO'as professed non-racisl ideolcgy

Las had to co-exist w: - craditional cultural conventiona _

For some time that co-existence was primarily at an

iﬁformal, or;ﬁnpfficial, level. While_inQigenoua culturalnforms
aid not:find significant expressiof;;n the movement’s p&blic
activitiesf‘they did occurﬁin“lesa formal ways} for example in
5poﬁ£aneouﬁ gong and dance. It was only in the mid-1880’s that
e F elements within Fosatu began to develo§ an explicit cultural

strategy.125 It began with the worker plays, the first being "The

124, The Widespread wse of traditiomal rituals by the ANC-
supporting ‘comrades’ in the viclence is testimony to this.
In a2 conversation on this BubjectJQabula aleo told me he
supported the continued exiatence of chieftanship, subject
to the right of recall by their ‘subjects’. The ANC-aligned
Congress of Traditional Leaders ¢f South Africa {Con¥ralesa)
has attempted tg organise chiefs into the ANC fold. For an
interesting case study of the co~existence of ethnic

ro identity and revolutionary ideology see Piper et al

o EELANE R e v

125. Fosatu had, however, encouraged worker choirs prior td thlS.
These choirs were fregquently ‘official’ choirs egtablished . §)
under the auspices of varioug companies’ managements, ‘
although they performed under different names in Fogatu
gatherings. For further commente on worker choirs, see:
fgitzs, AvVolce and Gesgture"; V. Erlmann, "Fosabtu Worker

oira".
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Duplop Play". As is discumsed in detalil in the follewing chapter,
{

w

this led to the formation of the Durban Worker’s Cultural Local,
éﬁich wag responsible for the introduction of worker poetry in

the mould .of the izibongo. (AR ' N

Az was noted in Chapteruoneﬁ vaficua writewa have examined how
the izibqﬁgo has been succeasﬁuily adapted to the.new context, As
the differant polltical and ideological forces have entered the
conteat foxr popular 1oyalty, cultural forms -uch &3 the izibcngb
became botlh a means of pursuing these aims and a gite pf conteat,
The "unofficial“ approprlation of militaristic cultural forms haﬁ.
ient ideclogical 1egitimacy and,prganlsational ccgency to. the
warring partiea’gn both sides. Inkatha and UDF militante have
used traditioﬁalisongs, poetry, ﬂmpti’,”qu&aj~military fighting
formations and weapons to pursue the ng.. ‘

Thig ih'one of the key ways in which workers themselves have
been able to assert their ifeaa and values, drawing on .2 store of
regources which they have aéquirud and transferring these into
the contemporary situation. This has provided them with necessary
resourcés to withstand, znd ﬁﬁrticipate in, social conflict and
change. q

The events discussed in the Chapter Two should thefefore be
seen as a part of the oral mobilisation of different cultural
formations and individuals into a broader interpretive com;ﬁnity:
wilich forms the basig of a political movement The rallies »
explicitly function to express common irtereats and create ag

sense of unity among disparate social gr( ipings and individuala.
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This search for unity ia-conséiously expressed in and through the
range of cultural forms té be found at the rallies, including
sldgéns, gongs, speeches and poatry: 0 |
Tha persistence of the izibonga

Implicit in the above diacussion is an assumption that tha poetic'
cbnventions of the lzibongo have persisted at a relatively broad
lwﬁél among the African working cless. Although there is no diear
wﬁﬁ:éf eatablishing the extent to whicp this is the case, there
are a numberyof ugeful indicators ﬁhich support this assumption.

| Comparative evidence of.the ‘multiple identity" thesie can
be found in Guuner’s research on the use of the iziH&ﬁgo in
Shemba’a_zidnist Church. She shows that it reflects a strong

desire to integrate the Christian and the traditional intc a

single worid view and a single set of cultural practices. Other

forms of Christianity often force pecple to choose between the
two 1ifestyles.125 In these cases itpappears to be common for
traditiopsl practices not be dlscontlnued but to be "drlven N
underground™, as it were. Awmong even highly ag ive Christiana l
Durban it is common practice to have at least two wedding \
ceremonies, the First being almost completely C@riatian in
content and the second involving traditional ritﬁala. The second

is generally a more low key affair, involving only the families,

At this latter ceremony at least some elements of the traditional

&

126, CGunner gives examples of thie in "Ukubonga Nezibongo: Zulu
Pralsing aud Praiggg," diss. U of London, 1984. .
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rituals are performed, away from the sanctions of the church
body. it also here where the izibongo are most %}kely to be _<ug
heaxd, althqugh thie is not alwayse theecaee. o
.{fElizabeth Gunner‘s research into 2ulu praieiﬂgland praises
hag given us perhaps the clearest picture to dafe of contempora%y_
practices. Her research was, however, largely limited £o the
rural areas of Natal and she focuses on people who are still ¥/
intiﬁately invdlved in traditional culture. Wn addition her study .,
waa conducted in 1975 6 and one can expect significant changea to
have taken place 1n the 1nn3r,m- K
Given the lack of detailéd regearch on the subjecr the best
sources of evidence Wthh*Fblnt to the persistence of the

R i A

izibongo are the various au_,el institutions whlch 1mpart

Blgnlflcantly on the daily llfe\of Zulu pébple in Durban. The
CWILP survey of worker’s lelsure time informs us that workers in
fact have very little time outside of work, that thelr lives
centre around the following'iajor poles: work, home, church or

other cultural gathering points (eu.h as shebeens, sporting

events) and in some cases political and union activity. During

thelr youth this can be extended to include school ard related

act1V1t1es. fhere‘la evidence of the izibonge in one form or

another in most of thease arenas, suggesting strongly that it is

still a living tradition.l27 | i

127. In searching for thia evidence, I have taken into account
‘the entire range of Zulu praising, from the moat basic
naming conventions (such as 1z1thakazelo) through the
rudimentary {(and flexible) praises accumulated by
individuals (such as izihasho) to the relativedly Mxed,
?1ggly crafted izibongo of hla?orical figures and political

eaders.

0
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f:-f - The first and most obvious p%&peqwherﬁ the ixjbongo can @

o gtill to be found is An the activities of the Kwazulu ) )
éﬁthorities, the r¢yal hnuse and Inkatha. Althougb the focus ofi‘I
my fie]dmnrk prohiblted me from investigating theae izimbongl
directly, it is common knowlellge that Kwazulw and Inkatha
leadership uti%ise?ﬁzimbongi to sing ﬁheir praiaaa.lzg There are

few available statiﬁtica on attendance at gatherings hald under

I
T A e,

the auspices of the KWazulu authorities or Inkatha iteslf. Sitas
I
_ records that = { S | . .
 § 70 00Q people attended tgg rally on May Day in 1986, to launch

the Inkatha unlcn kusa (““1asa, Nation and Ethnicity" 257) .

Almest half of- thome pres&%' were bused ig ﬁrom outaide Durban.
. ? There have been:a;her slmila, rallies, prominent among which are

the anrual Shaka day rallieﬁ which have ;ncreasingly mobillaed .

Lt N s

~only Inkatha suppcrters. . i
A number;bf people I spoke tp had direct experience of theﬂﬂ
e . dlzimbongi. Becauae of theiaﬂaffiliation to Cosatu, however, maat

“igdﬂcatad that in recent years they had ceaded to attend those

a
e

(7 -
: ©  gatherings where these izimbongi would have appeared. It sesms

safe to assume that a relatively large numbexr of Durban’a
inhabitants have attended such coccasions at some point in their

. livem, especially before the war' 'between Inkatha and the UDF-

128. For a recent unpublished transcription and tranaslation of
King 2Zwelithini’s izibongo, see: T.C, Diamini, "Re-creation.
and Adaptation in Oral Tradition: An Analytical study of
K;ng Zwelithini’s ‘Izibongo’," diss., U of Witwatersrand
1992,
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cOaatuuallignce assuned ita current @raportions in the sarly
19808, |

- What is lees clear-is the extent to which audh sxposure is
mirrored at a more local level. Although many communitcy
councillors in the African townehips are antiv& membars of
Inkatha, it is doubtful that they exercise anywhere near as much
influence over thea people undex their jurisdictlion as rural

chiefs do. Thias view is reinforced by the extent of opposition to

the councils during the mid- and late-1980m. It. appearg that they

do not surround themszelves with the traditional ritual withou:

which the imbongi would nor have an appropriste context for

ﬂperformance. Many counciilora are businesspeople »r intellectuals

and are undoubtediy as urban in their orientation as the workers
who live in their areas.

A further factor which sghould be taken into account and
which wag raised by my informants is the tension within Inkatha

itself between its traditional an? Christian identities. This is

“ indeed a temsion that permeates v.e livea of most African urban

residents of Durban. While Inkatha invokea traditiconal rituals

and culture(’t ls «leso an avowedly Christian (and pro-capitalist)

movement. A numﬂer of my informanté sald that Inkatha’s ”
commitment to the preservaf'on of traditional cultural forms wase
not a deep one, ﬂapecially in the urban areas. One must expect
that_uhis would vary from place to place. |

It is c¢lear that the izibongo is fairly weall represented in
éhe achools. The pecople I interviewed, however, suggested that

izibongo are pradominantiy taught as a text, with students
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memoriging them from a téxt book and reciting them for marks.
Shaka's izibongo is par£ of the Zulu-syllabus, whether the school
fallas under-{the South African) Department of Educatioﬁ’s contzrol
or under the Kwazulu education authorities. Many“of my G
intervieweas, however, pald that they had learnad to dielike all
forms of poetry at school because of ‘the punitlva syatem through
which it wae taught. Some sald they were encouraged to perform at
school ‘rallies’ while others raid they were'only recited in the
classroom. In the latter case the means through which puplle were
exposed to the poetry was not diseimilar to that a.pp] led to
Eurcpean and Afrikaans poetry. This would account for the lcwer
levals of enthusiasm for iz:bongo—ar.yle poetry I chaerved a.mors.g“
the youth (noted in Lhapter Twe) . Gunner and Gwala discues in
gome detail the prgblamatic process through which royal and
chiefly praises were established as the canon. Much of this
process took place through the compllation ~f schocl texthooks
{35).

At least one interviewee mald that ﬁhile Inkatha controlled.
the achools, thiw did not always mean that traditional forms such
asg the izibongs Qere privileged in the education system. In fact,
he maid tnat in his experience the Christian side of Inkathafs
ideclogy waé emphasised at school. Again it is difficult to draw
any general conclﬁéions ae it appeared that different teachers
and different schoo;a take different approa&hes to the teaching
of izibongo.

Tke traditional izibongo is rooted in the extended family

and the c¢lan. Cne can expect therefore that the family would
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remain a key site of transmission. Of courae urbsnisation and the

—w e

spread of Christianity has modified traditional prattices
conelderably, though unevenly. 'This is the area where it i most
difficult to draw out any generaliaatioﬁs, gave for the fact that
in mogt families the youngest children are the Ffurthest removed
from the izibongo as a living tradition and the dldefly are the
most in touch My intevviews were moat instructive in thiﬁ
regard. I questioned the intarvzewaea clogely on the extent to

which any aspect of the naming or pralaing trauitiona had

PPt F

survived. I discovered that even those who initially insisted
that their families practiced no traditiqnal rituals ar all,

readily conceded that they had at least some expogure to naming

in one of ite ‘poetic’ forme. This included, for example,
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 Catholicauand did not practice any form of
praieing but later recalled that his fathe- had given him a
praige in English, "the white duck who will not get dirt: unless
he has flva thousand dollarsh, 328

Obviously the urban household provides fewer inaﬁiratiéns

for praising. As has been noted by most tholars of the izibongo,

in the rural setting young boys would praise their cattle,

1y

animala would have praise names and people would ‘award’ each

B e i i R el el e Tl L T VS ——

129, Interviewee 4, personal interview, Janv.ry 1890,
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‘how the £luid bbundaries between different fortis of popular

other praises. In-the township dwelling, few of these
opportunities exist. Noleen Turner’s research into dontemporary
izihasho shows that satirical personal praises are still commonly
uged. One also sees other innovative uses of praising, such as
the cdmmoﬁ'naﬁe for the kombl-taxi, "Zola Budd®, which refers to
its (awe-inspiring) speead, H
The izibongo has been Lndcrporated into mase media to a

limited but aignlficant extent. Izimbongi can be heard performing
on Radio Zulu and have occas*onally been show on televiaion

Although the izibongo haa not per ge been commercially exploited

in the form of records or tapea,130 Elizabeth Gunner has shown

culture has allowed the izibongo to infiltrate music.

Praise poetry - in the form of the izibongo ~ has moved
media in this way, appearing on popular singles on LPa,
recited with an abaganga-type backing by singers such as
Ernest Shelembe in 1981; Tisha (Themba Nzuza) included
Shaka’s izibongo on his 1986 LP, UThembe Mina (Trust Me) and
a group called AmaDayisi - Mzikayifani Buthelezi and Clive -
included Shaka’'s izibonge on a 1885 LP. Perhaps izibongo in
tRis new medium take with them into the new medium something
of the power and potency of the historical figure being
praised, but they a&lso become part of a new expregaion of
urban consciousners (“Mixing the Digcourseas" 71}.

Similarly the izibonge has tr.ovelled into contemporary sporting

activitiaese, Gunner and Gwala m&nt*on izibongo belng performed for

part icular soccer teams
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.130' The Culture and Working Life Project has recorded worker

poetry and examples of this have been included alung with
freedom songs on a tape called People Muat Share performed
by the Pinetown Culture Group. The distribution ¢f this tape
is negligible when cowpared with the sales of popular w
mugical forma,
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The fﬁctory floor, i not, in most inzﬁances, condunive to
performancés of any sort. In the cése of the hostel, where
worke: s have thé ﬁpportuniﬁy ¢co gather together, it is clear that
the izibongo has survived to pome extent. A.T. Wainwright has |

describéd the imbongi on the mines on the Tranasvaal and it would

. appear that there is a gimilar ‘tradition’ in Durban hostels.

Al fred Qabula, ié has been noted elsewhere {and he confirmed
this to me), used to compose ‘songs’ in his head whila ha{é:ave_
his forklift truck (A Woxking Life). This internal realm of the

worker is the subject of a recent {inconplete) lavestigatlon by

Ari & .as but is not quantifiable. One of wy reapondents said

that the giving of praise names does occur at work, though not .

frequently. From‘ﬁ§ interviews and discueg;?ns T think it ie safe
to conclude that, once again, the izibongo is not widely used at
the workplace, | |

Ag mentioned above, Sitas estirates that 75 percent of
Durban workers have ongoing links with the countryside. Thé CNLP
leigure time survey found that 32 percent of respondents were
migrants and that a high proportién of those ;nvolved in cultural
acttivities are migraunts. These statiastics suggeat that Qabula’s
experience as a migrant is by no means an isolated one.}3! The
widespread use -of the izibongo that Gunner cites is therefore

likely to continually be fed rack into the urban areas,
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131. A number of my interviewees who were residents of the urban
areas at the time of my research nevertheless mentloned
gpending time in the countryside as yocuth.
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egpecially given ﬁha abovement ioned finding that most migranq:o
workers in fact live in rooms in towneship houses and not in
hogtels. These indicators suggest that whlle beople in the urban
ari?f in and around Durbaﬁ?have kbeen e#poaed tOthe izgibongo, it -
ig probably not as intense asg their rural counterparts discussed
in Gunner’'s research. |

It seems clear that, for the purposes of this atudy, one can

-assume that most Zulu speaking people in Durban are, at the vpry'

least, well varsed in the basic conventions of the izibongo.

N

the detailed knowledge of the izibongo possessed by the older ﬁ

Younger people who have grown up in the urban areas mdy well Elar*‘;:\_
génerat%gg and thoge who still live in the rural areas. Wa.gan /
algo aaLRH;,that # gigniflicant number have a high level of
expnsure to én& therafore a very good grasp of the jzibongo. The
‘extent of sucn exposure i8, however, uneven and is dependsnt on
very specific factors such as a particular famlly’s adoption of
Christianity or a particular teacher’s approach to teaching the
izibongo., It is therefore Aifficuit to identify cértain

geographical areas as aites of particularly intense reproduction.

Thus one can begin to see pome the complexities involved in the
formation of an incerpretive ommunities. Ideoclogilcal ;nd
cultural gimilaritlies may be manifested in (and trénsmitted
through) organisational forms such as a church congregation, a
community organimation or trade union. And the differences way
cut through the ‘vertical’ lines of family and clan. Within a

gingle household one often finds parents eschewing nolitical
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involvement while the childrer;. are involved in a militamt _youth"
group or a trade union. The children may scquire a familiaxity
with the conventions of éhe eultural practices of the pgrants
(such as che Izibongo or choral singiﬁg) and either reject them
or employ them in their ‘new’ organiaﬁtiqnal hoﬁe. 8c, for

example, the Chesterville Youth Choir and the Hammeradale Gospel

_Choif started off singing church hymns and gradually transformed

themselvas into mllitant youth choirs singing ANC political
songs . | T

hs I argued (following Fish) in Chapter Three people can
shift and change from one interpretive community to another -
taking some of the ‘baggage from the oll into the new and in the
process : inking the old and expanding the new. What haa
happened at the micro level is that individuala have made choicas
- 28 agants of change o;,conaervation - and influenced others. So“
we will see in the next chapter, when Qabula and his comrades
made the intervention that drew the Izibougo into praiging ﬁhe
trade unions, he influenced otheré to follow suite.

In the next chapter I trgce in more detaill the aspecific
details of the emergenéa of workex izibongo. The discussion will
be based on Fhe asgumption that a aignificant number or African
workers h;ve a basglic familiaritvy with the conventions of the
Izibongo that was available for mobilisation during the

performancas of the worker imbongi.
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CHAPTER FIVRE

As was ncted in Chapter One, thoge critics who have acknowledged
the influence of the Zulu izibongo on worker poetry tend to focus
on the extent to which the worker izikongo cai’be gean a8 &

continuation and extension of the broader genre of praising In

‘the previous chapter it was argued that the izibongo has indeed

persisted among th&iﬁorking claag through a range of

institutions. What requires further explanation, however, is why ;

. worker poetry emerged when and where it did. This chaptexr aims to

explore in more detail the precise factors that facilitated the
emergence of worker postry within the labour movement. In the
following chapter the links between worker poetry and the
izibongo are explored in more detail.

f‘ There are four factors that need to be taken into account
in discussging the emergence of worker poetry. Thess ar;: the
official introduction of worker culture via the medium of the
worker play; the introduction of the iziboﬁgo.by workex
dramatiets; the existence of appéépriate interpretive conventions
in the audience; and the official authorisation of the worker
izibonge by the unions and later by the broader “nationalh
democratic movement®. While the first two and the last factor

were important and perhaps even decisive, the third factor wag -
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arguably most sighificant becauge it created the conditions for
the poetry to ha#e a significant impact. The ex?étenge of these
conditions has been established in the previous ¢hapter.

- The diacussion thnﬁ.follows also invgetigates how the worker
izibbﬁgo_came to occupy a broader space than that provided by the
labour movamant, discussing the resgons for and coQFequences of
the gradual move from yorket poetry to popﬁlar poeéQy. |

In the final aéctionq%of this.chaptcr I take a cloaer_look
at Qabuls, by all accounts the First poet to use the workex
izihdngp and, by waglof contr&st, at Ngubo, a more recent worker

poet living in Pinetown who was inspired to perform by Qabuia,

Tha Durban Wdrkers Cultural Local (DWCL) played a ggntral role in
the introduction of worker izibongo. It was this a;sociation that
produced the poets and the poetry printed in Blagk_ﬂambg_aiaing.
The text itself containe some information on the procesaealthat
led to its publication but a more useful source is Aﬁtrid von
Kotze’s account of the Natal workers theatre movement.132

_ The firast worker play to be made in Durban was “The Dunlop
Play“;,Inspired by similar plays produced in Johannesburg, Metal
and Allied Workers Union (Mawu) organliser Geoff Schreiner
encouraged Ari Sitas and Astrid von Kotze to meet with a group of
shop_atew;rds from the Mawu branch at the Dunlop factery in

Durban. Qabula was one of theme shop stewarda. Flret performed in
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132. A. von'Kotze,_Q;ganiﬁg_ﬁﬂ@_&g& (Durban: CWLP,.1988).
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July 1983% "The Dunlop Play" led directly to the Formation of the f#
Durban Workers’ Cultural Local (DWCL). :
Workers and intellectuals involved in the play started the ;

]
asaociation in order to nmaintain its momentum. The DWCL did ﬁot

i A an e o

focue narrowly on worker theatre but alsc attempted to win
acceptance of cultural activities in the labeour movement, .
campaigning for rehearsal spaces, performance venues, audiences

and for recdgmition of the importrTice of culture by union.

R

officials.l33 one of the DHCL’'s stated aims was to create space

for cultuxal activities in general. B
. , o
In a position paper the DWCL prepared for the Fosacu

Education Workshop in 1985 tﬁey said: ‘ o H o

We have come here in all shades from all shadows of life to
gay YES - we are ready to fight for better living
conditions, for better wages and to end Injustice and
exploitation. But we have also gathered here to begin giving
shape to a world we would like to live in: a world without
exploltation, without discr\mination and fear. In this
struggle cultural work has & crucial role to play (Sitas

Black Mamba Rising 58).
Although this has been the guiding\principle behind their work,
4 hi
it must also be remembered that thie statement was prepared for a

ppecific audience. It was demigned to convince union officialas

_énd shop stewards to encourage and facilitate cultural

activities. It was an important first step in their queet to

access their target audience.

-

—

133. For a more detalled discussion of the DWCL see Von Kotze-\:

Qraanige and 2ot and Kelwyn Sole’s critical review of the

same: Rev., of Qraganige and Act, Staffrider 8.3&4 (1983):
204~-210.
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The DWCL explicitly attempted to utilise a variety of
cultural resources in bullding and populérising the labour
movement . Von Kotze’s account makes it clear ﬁhat the worker

theatras movement facilitated the emergence of the worker \

izibongo. She says ghat in January 1984, the worker_agtofa
decided gomething w;é missing from their dramagic performances.
Qabula explained to me that he came up with the idea of using the
fﬁibongo 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 unervous, he
told me, because he did not know how the audience would respond.
Fortunately, he gaid, the audiencd (at pfhe 1984 Sweet Food and
Allied Workere Union annual general meeting) *loved it";

I wae nervous but the nervous tension was soon removed b&

the warm, encouraging response from the audience that

ululated in ?xcitement. Another form of axpression had been
» discovered. : :

Qabula says the workers pregent responded well hecauge 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. ' _ _ J

I made a resolution that I was not going to praise the -
gtate, rulers, chiefs and kings. My themes were going to be
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' 134. A. Qabula, "A Life Cruel Beyond Belief," Writer’'s Notebook:

y Cogaw Natal Jourpal 1.2 (18%0): 2. This interview was

| zonducted by myself and Zithulele Mahaye, translated and
edited by Mahaye, 0

135. Ari Sitas confirmed this in my 1990 interview with him: "The
reasponse was overwhelming and for the rest of the year he
wae invited td perform at events throughout Natal®. %
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.. worker militancy, the most noble role of people who are @hal_

;Y actual producers of the means of life, and other progresgive
“o movements, However I adopted the style of presentation that
is used by traditional bards who praiese kingse and rulers.
As will be illustrated in the next chapter, one of the key
functions of the izibongo is to establish the idéntity of the
person being praised. This entails celebrating their perscnal
qualities and recording their remarkable deeds. It was easy for

r,(_a'&‘-;.b'i.xlal to personify the labour movement (and its constituept

LT

gFrts) and, drawing on the teéhniqueg-cf the izibongo, praibe its

histor& and its advantages for workers. This is exactiy what
Qebula set out to do in ﬁPraiae Poem to Fosatu® (Black Mamba f

Bf'all_accounts Qabulais interventlon led to a wave of
worker poectry. Mogggworker poets I spoke to cited Qabula ad their
inapiration.135 Audience memberas I interviewed frequeﬁtly(! A
remeﬁbered hies performances as the first progreagive izibongo
they had heard. Von Kotze tells how Mi Hlatawayo, later to become
national culture co-ordinator for Cosatu, began to periorm affer
‘hearing Qabula perform (Qganlge and dct 52).

The use of the izibongo to praise Fosatu was therefore a
calculated intsrvention. The workers involved in the play had
discussed the role of cﬁiture in ®furthering the workersa’

struggle" beyond the use of plays. However the intervention

13¢. This included Gladman Ngubo, Madlinyoka Ntanzi, Dumisani
Zunguw and Mi Hlatswayo.
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éiearly rescnated- among workers famiiiar withfﬁhe izibbngo’%fi;
conventions. | y .

tmece the workers had been organiaed into culturai activity
(v;a the play) it geens 1nkvitabla that the izibongo wn¢1d
feature sooner or 1ater.;had thig not beeti the case it is

un;ikaly_thag Qabula would.@ave proceeded bey nd thq_?irst

m

performancé ‘Prior to Qabula’sc intervention, Ari Sitas innted
R - o

out tp me, *hek ‘j&d been what he termed ”updﬁtaneous praising®

at variuus Bmall union meetings. Kelwyn Sole has noted theﬁuae of .
the izibongo 1nﬁpraiaing the leadership of the labhour movement as
far back as 1930 ("New Words Rising® 198). Sitas suggested to me

that these informal praimes wure in fact the "true inheritors® of.

o

the oral tradition (peraonal 1ntarV1ew) They dld not aucqead a*
larger meetings and rallies, he argued, because they\tendebsto
rely on "very sgpecific metaphors®™ and an injimate relat;gnship

with the andiénce, Neither of these worked in gatherlngs w:th a

diverse audience and in which the performer was distanced from

the audience by the stage and the booming sound , Bystemn.
.-’

"\“

The succeas of Qahula“* interventlon wag exemplified by his
being elected to represent Durban workers at the Fosatu Waticnal
Education Workshop in 1984. A gathering of workers, asked to

select a play, overvhelming.y voted for Qabula. Thosze who argued
o N . o

that Qabula’s poetry did not consgtitute a play were defeated.l37
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i 137. This also confirms my observation that thetboetry is
appreciated ae a performance by worker audiences.
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It was this chaln of events that led to the official
_%f[_ authorigation of the form.
T | Theré ié, of course, a stark contrast between worker plsayas -
started at the initiative of a leadership figure - and worker

poetry in the style of the lzibongo - which was in iated by the

actors themselves. Official authorisation was nevertheless a
deciglve fadtor in influencing the precigse way in which the
worker lzibcngo emerged. Similarly, audience approval and
official sanction were, in the longer run, mutuvally dependent. .l
Had the unlon officials not decided to encourage the use of
culture in general, and the izibongo in p. i_-ti.hcular, it' ie
unlikely that the emergent form would have achieved the currency
that it did. The officiale controlled the meetinge via which the

poetry had to reach its mass audience, and performing at events R

dedicated to cultural events would have provided a far more
limited audience. Nfficial authorisation meant that poets éften
occupied the same space at ;ﬁiﬁiea an the leadershlp. The
coltural programme at a mazs rally was frequently longexr than the
speech-making. Worker plays, on the other hand, were eventually
abandoned at mass rallies when it became apparent that the
distance betwaen audience and performers was tob great for facial
expre asions and“gesturea to be peen, 138

The audience may also have been less eathusiastic about the

poetry had the ofiicials spoken out againsf it. Thia was not n
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138, Fer further commentary on the problems of plays at mase
gatherings see Sitas, "Vo.ce and Geature",

L)
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inconceivable as the poets did not limit themeelves to praising

anu could have been perceived asﬂaﬁthreat in a climate of

heightened, often vociferoué, internal debate in the federation.
on balanéel,i_:_%hough, it made sense for union officlals to
recognise and nu;ture the emergent form. The main function"of the
roetry was, after all, to pralse the union. rhaps more
importantly it praised the union In a form with which workers
were familiar. To be praised in an izibonao wage far more
gignificant that simply to be pralsed in speach. 139 1¢
decompanied other forme of traditional culture, such ag the giya
and»toyi-toyi dances which also carried which them a celabratory °
and mcbilising function. Equa11§ importantly, in pralsing the
union the poets often praised thé menbers of‘the union - who were
often stresgsed by the poetz as being the backbbne of the union.
Poetry had the added advantage of being a flexible and effective
audience- insPirer Poatry was used to fill in the gaps betwsen
speecher, wake up the audience and build a sense of ccmmunity
among those presgent. It allowed for more active audience , k
participation at the larger meetings than speaking and the
audience was able to claim the performance, and by extension the
event, as their own. The poets could be.called up at the

organigers’ whim and as sometime happened, they could also be

dropped from the agenda to save time.l40
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139, Gunner makes a similar point in "Orality and Literacy® 49.

140. See Sitam, "Voice and Cestura" for a detalled discusaion of
theas ipsues.
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Ofﬁicial authoxiaation also led to the publicatian of the
poetry. Qabuta’a "Praise Poem to Fosatn® (“Izlbongo ZikaFosatu")
wag first published in Fosatu Worker News, at the tlme it gave a
bdoat,ﬁo the status of the poet and the poetry. Since then worker
izikhongo have been published and diatributed in print, on audioc
caspette and video cassette, 4l
As Von Kotze mentions, the DWCL was given space to rehearse at
the Gale etreet Popatu offices and later at the Clairwood Trade
Union and Cultural Centwye. In 1985 Cosatu wae launched in Durban
at the Kingas Park Stadium and the DWCL participated active]y in
the programme. From its ilncaption, then, Cosatu recognised tha
importance of cultural activity. m

By mid-1986, "cultural locals" had been formed by interested
workers in Ladysmith, Hammarsdale, Howick, Port Shepstone,
Pinetown and Newcastle. This was done in 1ine with formal Cosatu
peolicy and rapresented the rapid growth of cultural activity in
the federation At the local level there were, at the time of my
research, a humber of active culture locals, though not as many

as the Culture Unit’s earlier statements predinted or hoped for.

© It is significant that the poets were invariably key figures in

these initiatives. Cosatu established the Cosatu National

Cultural Unit and employed Mi hlatswayo, a worker poet and

veteran of the Dunlop Flay, to work full-time building local 4nd
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141. See Appendix B: Index of Poems for a comprehenaive list of
these "publications".
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national cultural structures. A number of national gatheringb
were devoted to culture and cultural activitles had a fizm place
on ths agenda of other national gatheringé.

At the time of writing Cosxtu was debating waye of
Btreamlining theilr culture strugtures, many of which had eslther
failed to initiate activity, collapsed or become bogged down in
bureaucracy. The number of worker poets had undoubtedly increased
but it was unclear whe%hét'thia wag &8 a result of the local
structure.stratagy or more simply & snowball effect cauwsed by the
exposure of the poetry at varioue meetinge and rallies,

Worker poetry hag achieved a significant level of
recognition botl in Socuth African puhl;ca*lons and on numerous
stages around the country The interpret;ve communlty discusaed
in the previous chapter emarzzd in tandem with Lhe set of
organisational structures which gave rise to worker poetry;
authorised it and frcilitated ite growth and recognition
Officlals saw the poetry’s potential as a means ?f conuolidating
and expanding the interpretive communlty. Individusl poets played
a critical role in this process, noﬁ ouly in introducing *the new
form but also in creating structures specifically désigned to
engure. ite recognifion and expansion.

The ability of worker poete to rapidly reach beyond the

trade union audience wae a further significant step in the

development of the worker ilzibongo. Their popularity with
audiences goon led to their being incorporated on the agendas of
political rallies. The highlight cf this process was the

predominance of worker poets at the Mandela Welcome Rally
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discussed in Chapter Two. At a local level similar procepses
occurred as workex poete began performing at local community
rallies and often ended up as the dominant. cultural item on the
agenda. One may therefore ask why. worker izibongo emafgad in the
labour movement and not in community organ?aations and what
implications this had for the emerging form?

One poseible view is that it was an accident of hlatorxy. The
conventions were, after all, widely avallable throughout the
urban Afxican community. Elsewhere in the country, analogouat- S
forms of praise poetry were evident at rallies to celebrate thé.
releage of political prisoners.

Pexhapa the_anawér ig that the factors mentloned above were
not all as readily available outside of the union movement in the
Durban area. I have already argued that izibongo d1d not emerge
earlier in the labour movement because the four factors did exist
pfior to late 1983. These factors took longer to arise in the
community organiaations for a number of reasons. Perhaps most
slgnificantly, community-based pqlitical organisations were
notoriously weak and continuousf& under sieges in most African
areas of Durban, only gaining impetus in the late 1980s,142 By
this time worker izibongo had already been firmly established in
the unions. A further reason could be that after 1885 the State
of Emergency made it difficult to organise meetings other than

small union neetings. Repression therefore prevented the
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142. See the previous chapter and Seeking’s article on the UDF
for discussion of the reasons for t is,

156




spontaneocus growth of various cultural activities that relisd on
such gatherings for an auvdience.

Trade unions are a particular kind of institution, centerad
as they are on the factory floor - to which workers return five
or six days a week. This provides a level of consistency that is
necessary for the succesaful produc#ion of plays and choirs.
Although there were choirs and atagé}playa in the communities
;thesé were'largaly limited to the chu?chea and the schools, also
institutions that provide a basia for:?egu%ar meetings and
practlceg. Youth groups did produce poé;ry but tended to focus on
more contemporary styles, imitating theihoatry of Mzwakhe Mbuli
and the Black Conscicugneas poets of theﬁ19709.'TheBe poems wers
also less worker-oriented, in the sense that they tended to deal
with broader liberation politics. i

Ari Bitas also suggested to me that the leadership of

éommunity orgéniaations generally had more formal schooling and
were therefore alienatn§ from trad££i0n31 bral forms (personal
interview). 1t may be no coincidence that Qabula, who playeé such
a central role in initiating worker pcetfy, was a migrant.

There were three main factors which led to the rapid
expanslion of the worker izibongo beyond the 1ahour movement . The
first was that worker poets were also resident in the communities
and were increasingly drawn into community politiloes. As discussed
in the previocus chapter, Comatu’s predecessor (Fosatu) had a
policy of atteﬁpting to recruit both Inkatha and UDF mewbers into
their ranka. At its most extreme, in some of the unions, this

meant that union members were discouraged fro% being involved in
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community politica. With the‘formation of Cosatu this policy
changed and the federation was drawn into an:explicit alliance
with the UDF (end later with the ANC and the South African

&Q Communiat Party (SACP)}. Cosatu policy wae that unionﬁ should

i encourage thelr workers to participate in and astrengthen
xgommunlty formations and Cosatu Locals were briefed to facilitate
this process. Community structures 31d not always taks off and at
local level the alliance often consisted only of the Cosatu Local
and youth organisations, with women’s and students organigations
wher; thepe exlsted.

Sacondly, the wbrker”poeta were always in esarch of
audiences. The trade unions probably did not satiafy their desire
for parformance cpportunities and their guccess in that realm’ o
rapidly 1éd to welcome invitations to perform on other platforms.
often the worker poets became leading organisers in thelr
townships, which of course facilitated such invitations.
| “Thir&iy, I have mentioned that community organisations began

to emerge more forcé%ully in the late-1980=s.

The occasions at which worker poetry was performed have

already been discussed. It was often difficult to differentiate
between ‘worker’ gatherings and ‘popular democratic’ gatherings

for a number of reasons. As discussed in the previous chapter, | : &fﬁ

the Durban townships are predominantly working class. A gathering
organised by a trade union was only guaranteed to be exclusively
attended by workere if it was a closed meeting, either at a

i

factory or a® a union meeting. There were alsc many other

gatherings organised by the unions which were attended by non-
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workers (aithough in most cases, as argued before, they wsre -
membery of the wérking clage) . For this reagon, to debate the
precise class compoai;ion of these gatherings appeare to mé to be
an unnecessary exercige.

Of greater signlficance in relation to the audlence ie the
question of who convened the gathering and how they structured

the agenda. A union-organised meeting wasg more likely to

-@xplicitl§ raise questions of clsss and worker issues, that is,

the dominant discourse was likely to be worker»cénterad The
speeches and the -ultural elements (slogans, songs, poetry) were
more likely to refer to such concerns. This did not mean that the
cultural activity would necegsarlly conform to thie discourse.
Neither did it mean that the audience would forget 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 overtlyhpolitical

. questions,

The fact that worker poetry emerged in the labour movement
in Durban initizally meant that the message wasﬁlargely, though
not exclugively, centerad around iesues of immediate concern to
workexe. The Durban bekefs Cultural Local had an expiicit |
emphasis on worker culture and this is reflected in the poetry of

Black Mamba Rising. At the same time questions of national

oppregsion and class exploltation are integrally linked in a
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worker’s life.l43 The ﬁworking clase content" contained in the
poeme was often a question of emphasis and che workax.poats
represented in Black Mamba Riging have shown an ability to move
from ‘liberation politice’ to ‘worker politice’ with.graét_eaae,
frequently asserting the primacy of workeré’ intérests within the
liberation struggle.ld4 | :
Given the abovementioned significance of inte&ventiona made byJ.
p&rticular poets, it ie inmtructlve to take a closer look st so&a
examples. Qabula’e place in the process has baen clearly
eatabiiahed and, for this Teason alone, he merits further .
digcuseion. fha second poeﬁ I diacuaa,MNgubo, is pignificant in
that he repregents the ‘second generation’ of poets who followed
Qabula’s example and in that he took the pcetry to a new audience
in.Pinetown. His style alao\diﬁjbrs from Qabula’s, feprea@nting a“ﬂ
different combination cf'avgilable conventions. He also
represents more clearly the shift towards popular poetry that
characterises the current worker poets.

Qabula has outlined how he became involved in Ehe union and
aspects of higp development és a poet are noted in his

autobiography (A_Working Lifae). He has alsoc been the subject of
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143. For a clear example of thias see A.T. Qabula’s autoblography

144 . Thimg is particularly marked in Qabula‘’s poem "Amadelakufa’
("Death Defiers") published in Writers Notehook. Sea Sole
"New Worde Rising" for a detailed discussion. of these
questicns.
%
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numeroug interviews, articles and reviews, some of which.have
already been discuseed. A number of points pertinent to thisJ“L}\T

il

J

st dy deserve to be highlighted.

The first relates to his origing. In his autcbiography, he
degcribers hig journey from hig home in Flagstaff, Transkei, via
.__the Carltonville hostels in Johannesburg to Durban, where he has
lived and worked as a migrant worker. His fi}st language isg xhosa“
and his wmain exposure wa.s to the Xhosa izibon%n. He claims that
- this is sufficiently similar to the Zulu izlbongo for the b

4
audience to recognise and appreclate his poetic conventions. HeE/
has hinted at the fact that even his exposure to Xhosa izibongo |
was limited,

Besides my rejection of praise poetry that glorifles kings,

the other factor that would not allow me to learn the

traditional praime poetry was that we as the youth could not
learn from our elders because of a generation gap; 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
ae the less formal praises and praise names given to people and
animals. ;

Back in my villaye people do not have to be highly gkilled

to be poets. During the pessons of ploughing you may hear a

person ainging poetry to & span of oxen. The oxen are being

praised and encouraged for their good work. In thias way the
poet is expressing happiness about the good results of the
gpan at work. Not everyone, however, is a good poet who
could ming for the good work of the span.

He refers to his experience of ‘praising’ in the mine hostels.

Oral poetry was sung in the gqueues about cbservations, it

might be about the way the kitchen workere behaved or it
might be about women whom they left behind.

181




the mines.
His exposure to various cultural forms was therefore '
relatively broad.\It 1s not surprising, therefore, that Qabula’s

repertoire goes well beyond the re-intarpretation of the

izibongo Net all of Qabula 8 poems ar& rooted in tha iztbongo

style. Hig. "Mlgrant's Lament® ig 115tedr E ﬁlagk_unmhaﬁniging aB
a song'and 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 yelra, with

combinations of music and poetry. He has also been active, as

mentioned above, in asaisting various dramatic groups around

"Durban.

Qabula’s origins in the Transkeli and his experighce of
various foxms ofﬁéhltural activity Buggeat that he should not be
regarded unproblematically as organic to, or representative of,
hiq audience. It does appear, though, that he has-succeasfuliy
narrowed the potentia1 distance between himself and his audience.

In fact, this experience has given him the ability ta explore

- forms which are new and exciting to scme of those In his

audience.

The mecond area of Qabula’s development that merits
discusgeion is the éradual shift in ni; poetry from the oral to
the literate, especially insofar ag it has affected his
relationship with his audience. In viewing videos df his
performances (texts arxe obviouéhfﬁof limited value in thie

regard}, one can see a significant change taking place. ln.a -

162




number of recent performaﬂces Qabula performed wiﬁh the'written
poet. in hand, His own statements on this issue are worth
presenting in full.

My poetry is also different from that, say, of Madlinyoka
Ntanzl and Dumisgani Zungu, who have taken on my style of
presentation and compoeition - which is part of militant
culture. However they are more oral, they do not rely on
writing as mich as I do these days. I advised Madlinyoka to
note down his poetry to achieve some consistency. It is
important not to confuse yvour themes and ideas.

" I know that [oral comporition] ie the traditional
practice but today it is difficult to stick to the same
wording liké the old kards used to without reducing your
composition to writing. The current moods may always affect
your terminology, so to avoid different wordas in the poem
you need to write your poetrxy.

Gunn;r also quotes Qabula arguing that writing the poems down and
publighing them in print is an important means of ensuring the
continuation of thegazibongo ("drality and Literagy* 51). She
warns that an over emphasis on print may be dama;ing (55} .

These statemente suggest that Qabula pecs the influence, of
writing as easeﬁfially a positive one. Tracing his poetry over

the years one must agree that it has developed and one can

speculate that zertain changes have been facilitated by his

g

“increasing use of writing. In some of his more recent postry, for

example, he has started using lengthy extended metaphors, which
lend these poema a degree of internazl coherence not seen in his
earlier works. But the lwmpact of writing on his performance has
not always been posltive. The moat extreme example of this is the
fact that his increasing reliance on the text hag on occasions J
come close to destroying his relationship with the audience;;Hia.
rhythm and presentation areiﬁarticularly affected in these

ingtances, being less energetic and fluent than used to bhe the

i3
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cage. Conamequently the audience repponse has been far less

enthusiastic than one has come to expect. - ' ; -

"Qabula may set much store on literacy but‘he_nevafthaleasPJf

experienceé;difficulty in readinyg and --:iting. His writing;-which
I have observed on many occas;ons, is slow and painstaking. thlh
he is able to read various kinds of texts/ his reading is slow..

Thie hay partly explain th&-probleme which arise ror him when
e i‘. 1)

performing by readiig from tha text (as opposed to raciting‘frﬁm'

- memory) .

= It is not my intention here to conduct a ‘foxpmula analysis’

m

-1 of Qabula‘s poetxry in order. to. ascertamn Lhe extent.. of h&a

‘orality This kind cf waalysis may yield im.tfe:n:‘»J 4g resulta

but it is not necessary for the current diacussion. 3acause we.,

are dealing with contemporary poetry it is possinlaﬁto opserve it*

at first hand. Whether he can still compose orally and perform
apuntaneoualy ig not the key point, in my oplnion..lt ia, in_

fact, unllkely that he ever composed in performanqa. He does not

always perform exactly the same vérsion of a poer, | At this i

often due to prasgure from the organiaers to cut hls performance

. short. When he forgets nis wbrds he improvices but sudh ¥

k3
performances are marked by cccasional stutterlng Thesge @azg f‘y
Qabula, in my experlence, is rarely a fluent performer.
Qabula haa been profoundly affected by the war. “hls’ﬁaa

compouded his negative experlence of mmgrancy, which in 1tﬂelf

extracts a severe toll, Sbcn after he began performing poetry, 2

i
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friend of his was killed.145 Qabula soon learned that he too was

on a death-list and he was forced to go inte hiding. Subseguent

to these events he left Dunlop and was employed by"theDCWL?. This

has diatancéd him, to eome extant, from the life ofs a worker and

frow the vorkers themselves but he has never become tétally

alienated from that experience. He atill travels from plzce to
{ﬁi; ’ - place while in Durbaﬁ, and spends on average one weekend a month
| in Flagstaff, 146

I have mentioned these factors in order to illustrate the

different influences on Qabula‘s poetry. His current leaniny
towards literscy #e pexfectly explicable in terme of hLis
involvement in a world whers the printed word ié often pervasive
and one‘s abil.ty to survive often depeads on literacy. This
siress, combined with that of being hunted, having friends ;
killed, not being able to live at home with his family, has 1‘ji__5
probably resulted ig-his less energetic oral performances. It has B '

also led to> a more personal style of poetry, olten wmore anguished f"i

and lese exciting for the audiencg. In other words, what at times
o geems to be an increasing loss 6flrapport with the audience is
not just éue to an increasing coultment to the written text but
alsn a result of these otherﬁfactoral Nelther can it be simply

fﬁ”} ascribed to the increasing 3ize of the audiences, the powerful

. ----------- G e W ma e o ot mm wm ww ma h— - ER am A EE W R W EE R M AR A A R s e W e (F AR R R s e
' 145. This incident and the poem it inspjred are contained in
Pabula’s autobiography. K

[ ' N :
1 3 146. Qabula aleo recently spent three mouths at Iowa University,
participating in their international writers’ programme.
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sound gystems and the massive stages that 1ift the parfbrmer up
anqlﬁway from the audience. He does, as do.other poets, -
occasionally managé to overcome these obstacles,

J o
{ Qalula is therefore not the same poet as he.was flve or aix

- yeara ago. He has also, it szems, begun to move away from the

izibongo and has been experimenting with other artis:tic forms,
guch as musié.

It ie alao useful to forus on some of Qabula’as statements
about the art of performing poatry and his underatand1ng of his
audience.147 In a discussion on' these issues, The .identified thr;e
key elements in a performance that affect its reception. Fiﬁstly,

he says that the message should not be put ‘straight’ but should

ke ‘*hidden’. By this he is referring to those poetic devices such

@8 gymbol, mataphor and so on, which are characteristic of poetic

language. He points out that the failure to'do this, to ‘hide’
the megsage, can bore the audience, A ‘hidden’ message, on the
pther hand, gives the audience something to do and the audience
;ﬁst themselves make gense of the ﬁoetic atatement. An added
advantage of such techniques, he points”out, is that the poei is
ahle to say things that could not otherwise be gald. However, he
says, if one ‘hides’ the message too 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
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147, Most of the following statements are takean from my lengthy,
mostly informal, discussiona with Qabula and one focused
interview in 1990.
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uge figurative language to challenge the audlence without _ i
becoming obscure and esoteric. ' " ] .Jﬂi

He also maintains that ‘movement’ and ‘energy’ are necessary

for a performance to be appreciated. He clalme that aven if“thg f;
message of a poem is not understood, movement and energy arve <z
auffic%ﬁnt to guarantee a positive reception. He cites the
example of people who can’t speak English but who enjoy Mhuli’s
poetry because of his formidable stage presence, captivating
voice and body movements. A related factor that he mentioned on
anotheribccaaion is dress, which is important because it
J.dentiflea the poet for the audience.
The poat, Qabula asgertsa, must use words to ‘build up’ the
audience. He refers to the development that takes place in a
poen,. including thg accoumulation of meaning and symbolism, ﬁs
?QV' : weliias_;ncreaaing excitement of the sensem by the sequence of
2 atatéménta and images. The poet muat "take the audience with hir,
nét_leave them behind" and must "take you from the éﬁair where
you are gltting and put ydu somewhere elaen . o
These Ehree pointe are unlikely to represent the entirety of
Qabula’s knowledge or opinions on the subjeét. It is
characteriatié of many oral poets that they find it difficult, or

are reluctant, t~ spell out the poetics of their work. An ability

to analyae and verballse art does not always translate into an

abiliLy to produce it, and vice versa.

«
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Mgubo ‘s one of *he more ‘popular emerging poete in the Durban

area. H@ lives in Clermont, outside Pinetown, and has a strong

[t
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following in this area. He started off his current lnvolvement in
performance poetxry through the Pinetown Cogatu Culture Local (in
1987) but hag rapidly becoms kncwn béyond the union movement,
threugh his involvewent in community politics and his "
performanées at local events.

The following discussion 1ls based on my observation of
Néubo'a pérformancea and his development over the period of
study. It also draws on a loﬁg discusaion I recorded with Neabo
about his poetry and the reaponses of Durbaﬁ audiences to other
worker poeta (personal intervieﬁ).

Ngubo falls into a very aifferent category to Qabula. He
hails from Cato Maﬁoi.in Durban, his howme langua%e is Zuiu“and he
haz spent most of his life in the urkannand rem.iurban aweas.’His
early experiences of performance and poetry ware in aﬂhoal and
Sunday school. In tﬁe latter he acted in "akatrhes from Lhe
Bible" agd recited pgalme. Of those days, he says: |

I wgs intefeated in dramas as well. In such a way that I

thought that maybe one day 1'd be playing in the

bioscopes... such as James Bond and all those guys (personal
interviewj.

At school he was taught both Western and Zulu poetry in
written form. He recalls poems ﬁuch a8 "The Daffodil™ (eiz} by
William Wordsworth and "the praises of the o;s kinga, such aa

Shaka, eteeteral.

At school we were writing essays. I also wrote poetries . but

I didn‘t know that they were poetries by the way I was
writing them -~ the essays - because I was patting sone
idiomatic expressions - just to c¢all things 1 the other
names.. ..

They didn't teach ue, only to give us the poetrieg from -

the western countries just to read them and to keep them in-
memory 8" that we can recite them,...

I algo beliseved ['11l write them but I thought that
maybe writing poetries or short atories is just for

is8
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intellectuals because most of them were written by
professors.

He saye that at the time he preferred the Zﬁiu izibonge, even
thoughh he never heard them being performed by an iwbongi. The
pupile used to perform izibongo in clase and at school rallies.
The f£irst time he heard a worker imbongi wag when Qabula arrived
in Pinetown 'to talk to the workers about the importance of :
culture.

Like many in hie audience, Ngubo has an awareness of the
bagic conventions of the izibongo but wae not, in his youth,
exposed to frequént performances by skilled practitioners of the
art. He is typical of the younger generation of Durban poets.
Born and schooled in the urban.areasi they have neverthelesgs heen
expoved to the izibongo in a limited way, often in printed form.
He has also bean exposed to Western poetry a1.d the rhythms and
techniques of contempordry musical forme. He argues for the
importance of retaining "Zulu gulture" tﬁrough trangsforming iv to
meet the demands of contemporary society. J

Far more so than Qabula, Ngubo’s process of becoming a pQ&%l
haa been a procees of unlearning much of what was taught to h.‘:.rulr
at spchocl. His recent involvement in worker culture began when

Qabula arrived to speak to the Pinetown Comsatu Local.

He showed us the videos, how other poets are reciting andl
acting. Therefore I saw that it’s easy, even myself maybe F
can start doing something. ) F

Ngubo emphaéiaea the importance of speaking about everyday

eventes and politiaq-in'hia poetry.

I'm just reciting them to the audience because I'm just
vonmitipg out what's inside my heart and then I don’t know
how the auvdience feel but by the way the audience listened
at me, clapping hands, encouraged me.

;
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Thisg is eometh%ﬁg he respects in other poets as well,

They mads me to be too much interested because they were
reclting about the incidents which are daily occurring here
in our Jlives. And they are encouraging us how we must
achieveé our oals because mogt of them are on the

struggle....
Most of the western poetry is written about juat simple

things, not things that can encourage the people, as you
know they are all struggling at this point in time. They

dnn't make any sense, I can say, 4ts just to recite.

_ 3 -
Although Ngubo' ® &petry does not draw extensively on the
izibongo for 1napi*atior, there is no doubt that the imbongi

parformapce ltyle héa ‘influenced his own performance. He is aleo

awaxe of “he debatea &round ‘the izibongo. Talking about the - S

- ;ﬁpmlltlblsatlon of the izibongo he gaya:

R |
| . It deperds to/ what crganiaation you belong. I think those of
, ' Inkatha are praising Inkatha, Me because I belong to Cosatu
Y “and all the projyressive organisations that is why I am _
$';” : reciting, prdising those organisatione. Maybe those whe .
Lo . belong to Ehﬁ inkatha are praising Inkatha to make Inkatha R

““f | survive,
S - In his view the izibongo has not alwaya been a political axt B

I,’ n‘r " i . i
[e/ torm, nox wilf\it always he as politidai” as it has become: : _f?f

A' ~ You can evyn perform in the funerals by writing a poetry

' related to\that one who has passed away.... You can even
~ praime the ¥ ettle but at this point in time we haven't got
(- _ ' _that time to:focus at the nature that iB8 why in one of my
; poems I say I\@‘ltm childhood to manhood I didn’t take time to
focue at the niture, the beauty of the world" because at
this point of time we are struggling, now we haven’t got L
time to look at vhe sea, to look at the sky but we could do _ ]
go if’ we have tlme.... :

I would like to do go but T think that I won't do it

because even during»the post-apartheid period it will be the
time to strengthen and tc encourage the people. Maybe the
next generation who will be born after apartheid will have
time ta look at the gold mines, everything, the nature, the
grass, the trees then they will start writing poems. :

According to activists in Pinetown he ig very well known and

popular as a poét and a musician. He is widely respected as a
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leadership figure in local.community and labour orgagia#tions.-
For Ngubo, hism identities as poet and as activist are
inseparable, While Qabula has been 1ifted“out of the work place
into the CWLP, Ngubo has remained a worker, active in the union
and in community organisations. This is reflected in nis
professed inability to ‘focus on nature’ and his determination to
speak about ;veryday eventa and "the struggle”. The latter, for
Ngubo, goee beyond the factory floor. Hias poemé'reflect an
overarching interest in broader liberation pplitice. In splte of
the gentrality of the trade unions to his emergence as a poet,
they do not occupy a central position in his poetic message.

In addition to his emphasia on politice and struggie, Ngubo
is keenly aware of the demands of his craft. The fullowing are
extracts from our conversation about peetic techniques.

When you are reciting a poetry, it must be a big pcetry
which can impress or attract the people o that they must
actually 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 mentioning
exactly what you are saying. But the images, symbols and
expressions too you must draw theiz attention to the
audience.

Evan action to» becauee it is just like when you are
feeling mad even someone whe don’t understand your language

~ 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 mugt be equal. You mustn’'t just stand as if you
are delivering a speech.,.,

To deliver a speech is juat to address people of what
has happened or what we must done and now with & poetry you
are just emphasising and even your actions too are just
encouraging people and even when you are looking at them by
the way you are looking at them - it draws attention to the
peoplsa., ...

: You must be fast - maybe there are some ﬂho can be slow
but this makes the audience to feel slow too....

Yes [your volume muat be loud], because now by the time
when the others are gaying please, please, be quiet, be
guiet - by that time you are carrying on now *hey'ﬁe misged
something....
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I think your tone mustn’t be too high or too low but it
must be powerful....

. When somecone ie raciting his voice ls changing a bit by
the way his spirit is revolting inside rather than by the
way he is talking to the people just standing sayround....

You can even criticise by the way your poetry is
written - you can even use the same idlomatic expressions
which are related to your criticiem... If so and so is bad
vou call him a snake - I‘ve hidden my coriticism but the
people will mee 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 an? Judges poetic perform@nce. Ha was
raluctant, however, éo paes judgement on other poets. Asked why
certain critice say workér postry is weak, he éays:

I think it’s becaume they have been much westernlsed 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 yourself. That is what had
alrsady abolished our talents....

I think they understand the poetries but they don’t
want someona to be more important than them....

! I can praise Qabula a lot becsuse 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 dlever han me
whereas they don’t know what was my feeling by the time I
was writing my poem.

Ngubo ig ingistent that the audience does understand the

diffrrence between slogans and poetry: 

When you are shouting slogans they are algo shouting too by
the time you are reciting [poetry] they are listening at
You....

They also know the slogans. When you are raciting a
poetry you are reciting something new to them although you N
are reciting about the incidents they know. R

On th~ question of the frequent ‘borrowing' of images he mays it
is important to write new pcetrf'but that *its very important to

S -
mix with others poets - that’s why the seminars and workehops are

much important because that's where'yUU'get everything, héw to

“write and all those sorts of thinga*.
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Ngubo insists that the audience has "definitely not!
influenced his poetry. In discussing the responses he has
receaived from the audience, however, he reveals that there have
been prebaures on him to write more Zulu poems.

. Audience have demanded me that - by the way I have got a
40 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 asgking me to record the cassette and then they

are urging that through thick and thin they will buy those

casgette because they want to listen. Some of them are

saying that they want to listen at my voice, some 0f them

are saying they want to listen at the message of the poem.
Afthough Ngubo parformg in both English and Zulu, members of his ,

|

audience have requegted that he perform more freguently in Zhlu.
lee Mzwakhe, he operates acrogs the oral-literate epectrum. He
writes and memorises his poetry but performs it orally to a mixed
audience. He ‘hides’ the text by performing fluently from memory,
without any visible text to prompt him, glving it an air of
spontaneity. Hia, audience demands his poetry on cassette,
preferring it to printed poatxyy.

Ngubo has also written a novel in Zulu (as yet unpublished}
and a number of short stories which have been.publi;hedmby 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. h _

Qomparing Mbuli‘a poetry with Qabula’s, Ngube says:

Qabula ig using a traditional astyle I can gay, like an old

imbongi. Mzwakhe is using a weetern style although hias poets

are not written in the western style but the way he ias

reciting them [ip more western] but his voice is
powerful....

His poems are a little bit westernised because there
ara some which he ia reciting them... accompanied by his
band and he is using the rhythm that his poetry must suite
hia band but Qabula is just reciting, as an imbongi.
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Ngubo agrees tnat Mhuli is more popular with those urban youth
who haven’t had as much exposure to the izibongo, wﬁereae the
older people prefel Qabula 8 traditicnal stvle. He finds it

difficult, hOWever.to expand on this and to say which style the

- Durban audlences prefer:

Here in the Durban area it comes to the guestion of that
people are a little bit different. Moet 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 hig voice is powerful. I can't say the differencs.

Nevert! :less, Ngube is convinced the izibongo will continué to be
used ag long ae the poets make a conacious effort.
I think if we can follow Qabula’s direction there are many
Qabulas who can follow Qabula - it can aurvive because it im

vitally important that we must always #eep our culture or wé
mustn’t forget it. N

The above case studies iilustrate a number of important pointa
about these poets and their poetry. While the political role of

7
thair works are a central part of their identities ap poetd, they

are keenly aware of the craft through which thia occurs. They
: i

self-conacioualy utilige a sophisticated set of p9etic
convggtions in order to act as pelitical agents. They have clear
ideasmébout their audiences and how both style and message axrs
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 t!l'em. Most poets I gpoke to arireed that the

audience "ig the final judge® of their poetry. A poet from the

Transvaal, discussing a very ‘literary’ and rather cbscure poem -
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that I had written, said that "the audienﬂe would g&b*Ga off the

. atage if we did poems like that®, 148 While hhia attitude was also
prevalent in bﬁrban, in my experience it im uniikeiy that the
audience would boo. Thelr rejection would more likely take the
form of ail;nce or a conversation with another member of the
qudienﬂe. Por a poet appearing before thousands of people, both a-
distracted buzz from the audience and a deathly silence are
profound indictmenta cf one’s performance. ‘

I have therefora.concluded that the audience’s preferences
do have a significant impact on the poeta’ compositions. Many
poeté I spoke to (from & wi&e range of backgroundailadmitted that
they bad modified their poetry in order to fit their perception
¢¥ the audience’s expectations. When I apked whether this’ was not
tantamount to succumbing to the tyranny of the audience th;y )

agreed that it was, but argued that it was unavoidable if one was

to perform oral poetry before a live audience.1%?

'y

The dialogue between audience and performer has been a powerful
force in ensuring the growing popularity of workerrpoetry. While

worker plays were introduced from above by union officialsm,

worker poetry ‘bubbled up’ fr'n below, initiated by cerqign '
At the

workers and wheleheartedly endoraed by thelr audlences.

148. This was stated by a Iransvaal poet, Morakabe Seakhoa, but
wag agreed to by a number of Natal poets present at the
time, _

This informal conversation toock place at a gathering of the
Congresu of South African Writers in 1991.




same time as worker playe héVE receded in pr Jminence, eapecially
aﬁ masé gatheringg, worker poetxry has continued to proliferate. _
Perhaps it is the organic roots of the poétiy that has led to its
popularity. It may also be that the poerry ig one of ble few .
avenues which a young worke: can use to mount ‘the platform and ;
give full vent to his ideas and feelings. A young pcet-from the
Orange Free State, Gilbert h.:mB&, expressed this strongly in a
!workahap, calling his poetry a "gicknesa". He would go mad if he
could not perfoirm, he said 8Bome of the poets I anoountered were

he

- .\

indeed cbsesasive in their quest to perform and’ 1t wasg not

uncommon for young poets te become aggreseive when re uled

n

\_
i,

platform. Sometimes this Jnsistence reflected # d*arék.rd for the
audienceg stemuing from the urgent desire to be heard. Thim
enthusiasm, I would argue, is a manifestation oﬁ the poets’ need
to affirm their identitf through speaking out é&&iuat the
conilitions of their lives. Ngubc’a comment (that the prlvilaginq
of certain styles and forms had "abolished" hzs talents)- Buggeat%
i

3
Al

that, for ﬁorkar peata @ the act of peiforming pﬁema baged in
their Yown" atylea”and experiences ia not merely a form of
resistance. It is also a momentary but preciouas victory for b Lh

poet and audience. N

I
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\1 : The 1zibongo, ae I have already argued has etercised a powerful
influence on both poets and audience in the compoaition and _ ”L‘
raception-of worker poetry., I have also noted that the worker;, o
poets draw on a wide rauge of performance styles and that it
would 5e misleading to see all worker poetry as being cast in the 3%
mould of the izibonég. In the discussion that féllowa, f#éiscuﬁa |
the key features of the ivibgngo and examine examplaa of worker

poetry gn order to establish the precisze extent to which the

ifc 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 T

attempted to describe’ the form, there are problems in the way

they have cbnceptualised this task. Furtharmore, despite these . - T3
attempts it is still not clear exactly what conventions underpinm
its compousition and reception. A compoundirnyg problem is that many .

1z;mbong1 are hard to pin down on the aesthetics of their peetry,

as was evident in my discuaslcn of Qabula and Nyubc *50 Asked to
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150. Jeff Opland makes @ similar po‘nt in Xhosa QOral Poetrv:
Tradition (Johannesburg:

b

Ravan, 1983) 81,
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describe the process through which sowmeone becomes an imbongl,
researchers {and no doubt many an asepirant imbongl) are
frequently told that it is through practising and performing.
Unlike the poet schooled in written poetry, the oral poet does
- not learn by reading about thae poetics of his/her predeceszcrs.
Perhaps more importantly, the izibomyo is nbt a monolithic
‘tradition’ but is dynamic, adapting over time and space,
aceording to its context. Opland warns that any analysis must be
both ‘differentiated’ and ‘dynamic’ and must be conducted alwhg

both synchronic and diachroni¢ axes.15! The izibonge has always

W
I
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151. The following discussion {8 centred 0n the following texts:

Opland Xhega Oxal Poetxry:!

A.T. Cope, ;g;hgngg*ng*u_Exaiag_ﬁggmg (Oxford: Oxford U »,
1968} ;

Gunner, "Ukubonga Nezibonge®;
Gunuer and M. Gwala, MHEBQL.ZHlE_EQP_uL . Pralses.

While acknowledging the difference noted by these ertETB\

between Xhopa and Zulu izibongo, I will:concentrate on the

similarities. No thorough comparative study has been

undertaken into the two *traditions’ and,.until proven

otherwise, it is salfe to assume thak diff&rences are

relative rather than abeclute. For an intelesting

perspective on this guestion see Gunner and, Gwala (3}.
Other articles consulted include:

Cope, "Literacy and the Qral Tradition: The & plu Rvidence, "
Qral Tradition and Literacy: Changing Vindons of the
World, eds. R Whitaker and E. Sienaert (Jurban: Natal
¥ Oral Documentation and Research Centre, 1936) 151~
i16l; '

H.I.E. Dhlomo, *2ulu Folk Poetry," Eg;ixg_:ggghg;a quxngl
27 {(1947-8}: 5-7; 46-50; 84~-87; '

Gunner, "Forgotten Men:. Zulu Bards and Praizing at the Time
of the Zulu Ringr," Afrizan lLanduages 2 (1976)+ 71-89;

"Songs of Innocence and Experience: Women as Composera and
Performers of Izibongo, Zulu Praise Poatry," Regearch

Literatures 10.2 {1979): 239-267;

"New Wine in 014 Botiles: Imagery in the Izibongo of the

Zulu Zionist Prophet, Igaik Skembe,® .

Jeuinal of the
aigal Soclely of Oxford 13 (1982): 99-108;

"A Dying Tradit. .n? Africar Oral Literature in a

Contemporary Context, " Secial Dvnamica 12.2 (1986):\31-
3ag;

"Orality and Literacy: Dialogue and Silence,".Discourse and

Yextg, eds. X. Barber and P.F. de Moraes Farias '

-0
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been an .integral part of a complex social fabric - while it is an
. artistic form of expression, it also forms a crucial component of
§ocia1 and cultural rituals and customs. Among other functions,
it has played a central role in reproducing the hierarchies and

power relations in pociety. Thus it would be difficult and

S migleading to study litafhry conventions alone in orxder to-

(Birmingham: Birmingham U African Studies Seriez 1
{1989): 49-58;
*Mixing the Discourses”;
R.H. Kaschula, "Iimbongl in Context: RQ Analyais of the
Contrasting FPower Rases of Three South Afrigan
N . ====—Timbongi," unpublished paper, Umtata: Bureau fox -
Sy e African Research and Documentation, U of Trénsked,
1991%;
A. Mafede, "The Role of the Bard in a Contemporary African

Community, " Juznal of Africau Lapguggeg 6.3 (1967):

. 193-223;
X o C.T. Msimang, "Factors that Influence the Compositlon of a
S Praige Poem in Zuluy,* oy
TR of Uniga, ed. P. Wentzel (Pretorila: Unlsa, 1980): 220-
- 238;

- ' B D.M. Mzolo, "Zulu Clan Praiges. Structural and Functional
E Agpects, " Qxalwzxadi;innmanﬂ_baz ;
- g World, eds. R. Whitaker and E. Sienaert {(Durban:
n Natal U Oral Documentation and Reaearch Centre, 1986):
' 206-221;: .
A. Nyamende, "Oral Praise Poetry of the Clans: Its Contlnued-
. Sucvival within the Ambience of Learning," Catching .
o “ Wiaged Words: Oral Tradition and Edycation, eds. E.
Sienaert and A.N. Bell (Durban: Natal U Oral
Documentation and Research Centre, 1988): 219-229,
Qpland, "The Isolation of the Xhosa Cral Poet" Literature
, eds. L. White and T. Couzens (Cape Town:
‘Maskew Miller, 1954): 175-195;
"The Bones of Mfanta: A Xhosa Oral Pnet's Response to
Context in South Africa," Researxch in African
lg 8.1 (1987): 36-50;
L. Vail and L. White, Powexr and the Pralpe Fgem: Southern
Afr® van Voiceg in Historv {London: Jameg Currey, 1991);
A.T. Wainright, "The Xhosa Imbopgi at Home snd on the
Minee, " Third African Languades Congrees of Unisa., ed.
P. Wentzel (Pretoria: Unisa, 1980): n.p. ,
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diac&var the poetice and aesthetics of the genrs.

In Opland'se xhgng_gzgl_zﬁg;;x, he déals with assthetice and
poetics. in an unfortunately scattered fashion. Although he has a
chapter entitled "Oral Postlcs and Oral Noetics" this is atitched

together around the tﬁeoretical debates on spontaneous

- composlvion sparked by Albert B. Lord and Walter J. Ong. In his

words, he concentrates on "the formula, the theme and the affect
of writing oﬁ the oral tradition®. This is useful inscfar as it
highlights the necaessity of certain poetic elements (such as
thematic fhrmulae) inma.spontaneoualy composed worﬁ. It does not,

however, attempt to ldentify those quallties thac differentiate

izibongo from other oral forme. Neither does he include any

significant comment on the reception (and appreciatibn) of the
poetry. In addition, spogtaneous composition appears to differ
from one imbongl to another; it'ma§ well be more a qﬁéstion of
ability thdﬁ convention. However, Trever Cope’s treatmént of |
formal gualities ies more substantial, ;a ig Gurnex’s implessi;;
work H

While Cope tends to dismiss everyday praises\aq *primitiver,
Gunner places them at the centre of her analysis. She
inve;tigatea the sopial conﬁext, the development of performers
and the art of the performers. She includes pubstantial
discussion of atylistic techniques ang the content of the o
praises. An impresaive collaction of praises 1s attached to har

thesis, which forma the basis of Mughwl, which she c¢o-edited with
Gwala. In additicn, Mushe! includes a substantial introduction
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which challengee much conventional wiadem about iiihongc.lﬁunnar
“and Gwala do not apend much time dn discumaing poetice as they -
focue thelr attention prim&fily on what are here discussed as
cantextual features. . e K @
Opland user three headings under which to discuss various
aspects of tha izibongo: tektual,ﬂtextural (o;-paxfcrmntivu}.

contextual (and functional). As Copa’‘s and Gunner’s matarial on

Zulu izibongo can alao be fitted intoc thase three categorien I

will use them as a Eramework for my discusﬂicn of thair work,

\,_\

All four writexs di'aw the impértant digtinction batween ‘chiefly’

Cunﬁextual

izimbongi and izibongo and ordinary people g boasts, prailpes and
clan praises. The chiefly izibongc represents the most formal and
arguably the most highly developed branch of verbal art. Prailses
often prdﬁidé the verbal accompaniment to sooiul activities aqd, 5
in the past, were vi;tuallysaa common as nawes. Tha&ﬁ functions
- include: entertainment, establishing the reputation and identity

of a person, communicating with the ancestral nhaﬁ;s in both the

K

everyday context and in imPDrtant-gﬁcial rituals, ‘practices and @&
education. ' Cope argues that tha distinction between ¢y ~
fj '\-\_\- .

- ‘ordinary’ and ‘chiefly’ praises can be seen primarily in the '»a\if: v

more complex structure of the izibongo and the development of \§”

praises into stanzas. , o ”

Because izibongo are an important means of legitimiasing

soclal structures and hlerarchlea of power, changeg 1ln social

S

organisation and relations affect both content and form.

. ) ) -
isl ' <
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Inevitably this also meana that izibongo are a terrain where

poweax relations ave ccnteated Gunner and Gwala palnt out that

/]

this has lead, in the past, to a misreading of tha.genre as "the
oA '
preserve of the powerful" and ae being inextricakly bound up with

miiitarism.

!

Izibéﬁgo are alsc important ln establishing identity for
4 . : B

ordinary pecpie:

@

The act of praising focuses on. ldentifying a person,.
embodying his or her personality through the procesa of
naming and also in esgence providing & link with his and her -
community, lineage and origine. Also the naming is a process
of objectifying, so that once a name has besan given, or
self-given, it ie in a way outside the powar of the
individual tojremove it or contest it (3).

Both Opland and GuLner disc 88 the increasing isclation of the
‘chieily izlmbongl frOm th&lr audience, as changing social A
relationa (under colonialism and apartheid) have pulled‘them away
from their positipn as mediator between chief an&-';dingry
people. Gunner argues that social resistance to the.instituticn
of chieftainship has beeﬁ legs marked among Zulu speaking pecplé

"\than among Xhosa speaking pabple, and Luat the Zulu imbongi is

apparently less alienated than his/her Xhosa counterpart.

‘ Textural or Performative
Opland’'s definition of textural is "those feature; that an
audience would pee and hesxr but tbat would not be ev}dant from an
examination of the tranacribed texcﬁof the performanéef (Zhosa
nglﬁzgggxg 248) . Opland writes about various performative
elements, auch.as pace, tone, volume of deliv%ry, dress and

gesture. The figst three aspacts are dealt with below, as they
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belong properly”in a discupsion of rhythm and intonation. In this
gection. I focus on dress and gesture, 3“

Opland, Cope and Gunner all %scrlhe great symbolic
importance to dress. Opland observes that the imbongi often wore
(and wears} certain anlmal skins thg& are usually reserved for

the chiefs, thus emphasising the link between the two. He quotaa

Hammond-Tooke’s comments on the use of animal skins:

Thase animal pelts are royal ineignia 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 possesa the quality of
iglthunzi (shadow}, an aura of fearsomeneses and malevolent
charisma, that sets them apart from ordinary psople (251}.

Opland speculates about the symbollsm behind the izimbongi

carrying sticks and/or spears: /

No modexn imbongi can offer me an explanation of why he
wears skius or why he carries apeara.... The gpears... might
well aignify the conrection between his poetry and the cult
of th \ancestors (2547 . @
’\

Cope simply states that dress is significant but does not explore

ita symbolism in detail. He drawe a para}lel between the imbongi

b and the sangoma (herbalist): B : “

Y Just ad the latter is the interxmediary between man and the
supernatural world of magid and the ancestral spirits, so .
the former is in a sense the intermediary betwaer the chief
and his subjecte, for, when he pregents the chief to the
people in his reg¢itation, he lg also representing the
opinion of the people to the chief (Izibongo 28).

On the ilague b? gesture, Cope mays: -
Tt im a convention of praise poem recitation that the
praiser never stands still. Even when the head of the
family, who is not a professional praAaer, recites the .
praisse of his ancestors on an occasion of importance to his
family, such as a wedding, he walks up and down as ke does
gBo. The professional pralser at court accompanies hise
recitation of the chief’s praises not only by walking but by

: leaping about with gesticulationu as the excitement

v, increas¢s. He suits the actions to the wcg@a, the words to

B
e
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the adtions, the performance is indeed dramatic. Movement,
both vigible and audible, is the essence of praise-poam
recitation (29).

&

Movement and gesture are impbrtant-aapecta of tﬁe imbongi’s

L

craft, Qkillfully employed to ennance the poetic and dramatic

effect of the poems, and to engage thw ;FuiEnce in the

performanﬂa. Gunner notes how the mo&r=n suage often compels the
contemporary imbongt t%. i vand: atill - either because of a
gtanding microphone or because of the incraased Westernimed
formality of { = ccc;aian. e a
Gunner glec points out that withinﬁthe contemporary |
performinb I she observed: different types of dress and gesture
are aptlonalf creative elements that are used to varying degrees
by different izimbongi. | '
‘None of the above dipcuss in sufficient detall the
. 8ignificance of beliefs asaociated with the ancestors for the
, hature of parformance, although CGunner suggests that praising
the dead iz a far more solemn affaﬂ& As mentioned in Chapter
Two, thel‘shxverlnq often seen. in h‘th the performance of .
izibongo and thé ukugiya {war dance) that pometimes accompanier
! Lo it, is said to % ‘aymbolic of communlcatlon w1th thé ancestors
: | and tharefore oé

)
" Gunner and CGwala btress the closge linkg between ihibongo and

en Q1101ta an excited audience response.

tother forms of pupular culture.

_ - ————x

) Izibongo are alsc cloaely related to dance, partlcularly but
L : not only ukugiva, "the war dance®, In popular performance,
the three activities of praising, dancing and calling out
igigixg ["songs to go with the war dance®] fuse together.

i
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Teaxtual

Under this heading Cpland deals with structure, donteht,

styliatic traits (such as the various forma of repeti;ion),

imagary and metaphor. Unfortunately whan it comes to tha analysis

of rhythm and meter, he does little more than admit his inability )

=3

to discuse these élemgntn. Cope’s and Guuner’'s analyses ars

fortuasnately more adequate.

While covering a wide range of genres, certain

characteriatica neverrhalesa define izibongo as verbal art. Aa

Gunner and’ Gwala point out, there are *certaln conventions that

mark . them off from ordinary speech and give the lunguage a rich,

variedﬁggﬁééneas“ (4) .

They suggest that the defining

charaateristics of the izibongo often include: condensed language

T

anc yat particular forms of expéusion (including those discussed

by Cope); a narrower range of tenses; balanced atructure of

lines; ‘front-placed metaphors’; allusique; 1inkjng; parallslism

and other forma of repetition. They emphasiase that-
0

The formal gualities of izibongo are the product and ;
expresgion of working conventions of a genre of oral poetry
which hag circulated widely for generations amchg Zulu
‘Bpeakers north and south of the Thukela River. Izibongc have
responded to shifting emphases of time and dynamic cultural
and social .pressures but have still remained a recognigable
genre,

Structure andICOntent
bplandﬂbegins by locking broadly at how content im structured
iﬁto the poems, dréwing out the similarities between Xhosa praise
péétry and Greek funeral eulogies. He arguss that there ira
uau;ily gix structural components, which would most often aﬁpaar

roughly in this ordex:
- L
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1) Statement of intention snd salutation;
2) Praise of phvsical and moral qualitiaé;

3) Pralse of achievements;

4) The mocial context of the performance;

gl

5) Genealngical references;

6) Exhortation of the audience.

The sezond, third and fifth components are often deemed to
be the core of the praise poem and many recorders and h
transcribars 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

praieing the deceased), although different poets perform pralipes
in different orders. The other components are context apeqific
and therefore are geen am less important.

Both Opland and Gunner recognise that without these

5 ﬁ}' components the poetry will mot have the same effect, They

. . introduce the performer and establish their relationship with the
audience. They enqpurage the audience to participate in the poem
through aéﬁropriate verbal reaponges and bring the audienca into
the rhythm of the performance. Contemporary oral poets pezférming
within praise poem conventions begin their performances by
leading songs and chanting call-and- response slogans. Only once
the audience is sufficiently aroused do they launch into their
performance., The performance continues to be punctuated by
audience participation, for example at the anq“of every atanga.

The six components referred to above provide the Fframework

for izibonge delivered in praise (and mometimes criticism) of
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chiefs. Howevef, not all components are always presént and they
would not necessarily be pfﬁéent in a1l izibongo. The key point
is Fhat praises deal with moral and phyéical qualities;
genealogy; histgry and current events. They also enable the
imbongi to criticise any negative qualities obligquely (by subtle
statement or simply by omisslon) as well as to exhort eéthér the
person being praised or the audience to act in a certain way.
Lastly the framework allows for references to current evente and
thue for comﬁent orn contemporarf social and political processes -
as long as these are referred back to the subject belng praised.
 Opland fails to develop a more specific analysie of poatic

gtructure. Cope, on the other hand deals extengively and ‘
thoroughly with the core components} the praiaé; and the
genealogies. The internal structuring of the these sections of
the praise poem has, he cbserves, changed over time, arriving at
a complex gtanzaic formula. I will not deal extensgively with his
treatment of the earlier period (which he calls the "pre-Shakan"
and "most ﬁrimitivé“ examples) but will focus on what he terms
the Shakan and post-Shakan developments. It.is worth noting,
however, that Cope refers to ‘the structure of 'primitive® praise
poems as conaisting of locsely defined "sectiona". T&ese sections
could contain a number of different praisee listing images one
after the othexr in orxder to accumulate noteworthy characteristice
of the gubliect. Opland cites the following exsmple:

Bughman son of Makhabane

An elephant with an overgrown fecot

A puff adder with a beard

The offspring of the daughter of Mzanywa
Up the Figh River this side of the Ngqumteshe (38)

- 187




Perhaps this 18 more usefully seen a8 an example of an tordinary
man’s boast?, as distinct from a chigflyfgraiee-poem, which Qould
normally be more pophisticated and mora highly structured. Cope
argues that U

The most primitive type of praise-poem is pimply a @

. collection of praises. This iz the type of praise-poem of __.
|_.»7the common man, who although he may have achieved a degree
of fame, has not vet attained a position of political

prominence. '

' The praise-poem of a chief or politically prominent
peracn (even a woman who combines royal blood with an .
outstanding perscnality) shows the operation of poetic art
upon the basic simple praimes, particularly i{ the use of
alliteration and parallelism to glve gtructural formalilty.
In the royal praise-poems of the eighteenth century these
praises are expanded into couplets and triplecs, and in the
royal ‘pralss-poems of the nineteenth century they are
expanded into ??anzas (27} . :

The main ach’evement of the Shakan praise posts was the
introductiqn of the stanza, according to Cope. The stanza
congisty nf *"statement plus extensicg, development and
concluagic ¥. He gives the Iollowing example:

Uteku lwabafazi bakwa NomGabhi

Betekula behlez emlovini, _
Beth, uShaka kakubusa kakuba nkosi,
Kanti unyak’ usShaka szakunethezeka.

Statement: The joke of the women of Notgabhi,

Extension: Joking as they pat in a sheltered r-ot,

Development: Saving that Shaka would not rile, he would not
become chief, ;

Conclugion: Whereas 1t was the yaaﬁ in whigh Shaka was
about to prosper (54).

"

He arguea-that:
The con¢lusion ie the most characteristic Eeature of the
Shakan pralse-ptanza. It gives a contrary twist to the
stery, introduced by the conjunction "kanti® [in thia
instance] ... or sometimes the twist consiste of a comment.

Varioug technigues 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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Thé stanza conaists of a "single, well-developed praise

&

with a dafinite "unity of content*. The end of each stap+a is
markedij what Cope calls a "final cadeﬁce", although there m&y

be “non-final*cadenceé“ within the stanza (see below). Final

cadlinces are "more exaggerated" than non-final cadences and sre’
followed by & longsr paus<s. He defines a stanza as 'a pxaiae
consticuting a compulaory unit (a unit terminating compulﬁorily SN

s in a final cadence) within the total structure®, acknowledglng
that it ie "difficult to detwrmine" which praises aze comy! Asory,
~unitse. In performance the é&ﬂ?enée most often recognises the end
of a atgnza ﬁ?d contributea shouts of_gpproval such as 'musha,. |
mueho® (fﬁ;efglly *say him, aay him"), o ” Y
"\ Imagery and Metsphor
On imagery and metaph&& 0piand and Jcpe arewin agreement., Animal
imsgery dominates praise poatrf.-with cattle being the moat
common animal used. They cite gx&mples where the following
animala are used: pythcn,”cuckoog monkey, vulture, Bgyp;iéﬁ‘kité,
hartébeeat%?@ar;ot, honeysucker, elephant, horsa;.dogf mouse,
swallows, buffaioeé, lions, monito}a, hyenas, owls, raven, hahi, i
rabbit, wolf, jacxal and puff adders. Inanimate cbijectrs are also |
uged, suuh ag: river, moon, shield, buah grasﬁ wall, branch
fortresa, ship, pot, letter and LQ eﬁ “Varicous stereotypica}
humans also appear, such aa aoldlers, drunken men and laqﬁhing
women. |

The metaphora and images used are often quallfled to allude

to Bpec1fled gualitles. although many have common Ly underatood

S
..
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' contemporary works, in fact that metaphors in general are lesg)

éope arg:es tnat "Zulu praise-posms abound with imagery of 3rpat

Y lese useful as’poeuic metaphors; or, if the animal image

qualities, derived from mythology and folk1q¥e. So, for example,
Senzangaknona ig "the gate post of the kraal®; Shaka is “the aﬁ

of Sanzangakhong“, "the fire of the leng dry graas“, "the wznd

i

the south" an@l“a pile of rocks™ (39). As mentioned above the
ptanzaic Btrtcéure encourag?a the developmeht and extens;on oﬁ%a i
metaphor or statement, often by means of varioua formg of
parallelism (discussed further below) . o {

opland argues that animal imagery is less current in

frequently used: . B O - fn

Altnough my examination of texta for thla feature is far!
from exhanstive, I sabrect that metaphor and in particulir:
the animal metaphor is no longer as wid.spread in izibongd
ap it once was,. that 1s a feature that»1$ passing from ]
‘tradition though by no means obsolete vélr, The decline i
popularity of the aningl metaplicr might be .ascribed to te
fact that wild animals no longer roam freely and hence aps

Perived froy +otemic keliefs, rhe imagery nignt disappeq
. from poetry in a society that no longer supported such - .
beliefs. But theése explanaticne would not account for tr N
apparent declihe of the metaphoric euloyy itself. What e
Daniel Kunene terms a deverbative euleoygy, a praise whoad o
‘gtructural core ig a verb’, seems to remain popular? g# .

imbuing ontemporary peetry with an air of grveater real
a e matter-of -fact tone. I suspect that an explanatich
mign. well lie in the decreasing currency of the pralﬁea
thac fczmed the bepis of earlier izibkongo,

effﬂptmvenﬁsa“ He argues that repetxtion-:cmplements such |
L ) A :
imagery and its use in some detail. v i

L

?epatition
RPPEtltlon occurs 1n a number of d*fferenc ways. Flrst, whole

sentences or phrases may be ¥. paatud either within ore- poem.;.

in a number of POQT" Opland refers to one category of this ty




A
of repecitibn ag ‘formula’ anJd argues that formulaes are
espeafally ugeful during spontanecue performances, when they can
be used’to give the poet%time to think of forthecoming 1inea.

0piand'a primary c¢ncernﬁhere is to contribute to the debate

| conducted by Walter J. Ong and Albert B. Lord,-among-othera.

Aécording to Lord, the oral performer needs formulse but the
1literate writer does not.
Formula analysis... is, therefora able to indicate whether
¢ny given text ims oral or ‘literary’. An ‘oral’ text will
yield a predominance of clearly demonstrable formulae, with
the bulk of the remainder ‘formulaic’. A .‘literary’ text
willlghow & predominance of nonwformulaic qxprassionﬁ, w%gh
some Lormulaic expressions and very few alear formulas.
Lord uses the texm ‘formulaic’ to refer to the technique whereby
the performer uses a formu;a #8 a basla for conatrugting phrases
with different content but which are similar in form; Opland
analysass some izibongo for formulae and concludes that ;oughly 75
rarcent of a spontaneoua p6em coneists of phrases uséd elpew. ore, g
The concept of a ‘formula’ is useful to us ingofar‘as it “
highlighte the link between the method «E composicion and the end
product. On the other hand unless one is regearching the i
specific effect of literacy op poetry, thia debate can detract |
from a thorough analysis of the poatry itaelf Thls ig8 certainly
the case with Opland, who conseguently fails to conduct any closa
readinga of whole poems from any other perspective. The term
‘formula’ becomes rather too general when one ie dealing with a

poetic form that obvlouasly émploys more specific rules of
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152. Cited in Opland Xhcsa Qral Boetry 155.
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compoaitlon Cﬁpe B work on the’ stanzaic structure iz more

ugeful, in that it explains the rulea bshind the composition of a

stanza and when and why they are (or are ot} uad.

The sectnd type of repetition is tha: employed for poetic
effect within the structure of a single poem. Ccy; comments that,
"repetition in }tsalf is monotonous, and sc it prefera to appear
in disguise®. fhis argumeﬁt appears to ignora the effectivé use
of repetition irn the introductory section of the poem (the
"gtatement of intention and 3aluﬁétion“) and in the concluding

aection (the "exhortation®). He does acknowledge, however, that

‘repetition "sometimes cccurs effectively in preise poems just as

it ia®.

v o )
Cope focuspes on parallelism as the most comﬁbn form of

- repetition. He 1nvest1gates the use of "perfect paralleliam"

"parallelism by linking" "(initial and final) and “parallellam by

gimile®:
Perfect parallelism';apeats”tha idea with different words,
whereas parallelism My linking advances the idea by means of
an identical woxrd or atem or root. The mimplest type of
warallelism, and the least ilmportant poetically, is
paralleliem by simile (41).

Cope cites various examples of these types of pafgllelisma
Finally, Cope looks at alliteration {consonant harmony) snd

assonance (vowel harmony)} which are, he says, "well represented

in Zulu-poetry". Hp explains how alliteration is inherent in the

Nguni system of ggimmatical agreement.

Rhythm and Intonation
Here we have a problem. Opland commenté; halfway through his

discuasion of formulae, that:
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AT
P

mmmuma




The meter of Xhosa izibongo awaits definition. It wmay... be
melodically based as David Rycroft has demonstrated some
Zulu izibongo to be.... It ig too soon to know whether -these
suggestions will prove relevant to an apprehension of a
metrical principle in the performance of Xhosa izibongo
{159).

He quotea Rycroft:

The situation here is not altogether unlike the rendering of.
Anglican chants, where, in fitting unmetrlcal texts (like
the Pgalmes and canticles) t¢ metrleal muslic, the device
employed ip to render only the last few gyllables of each
line metrically, while che varying number of syllakbles
praeceding these are rondered in free rhythm to a single
prolonged note known as the ‘reciting note’.

Cope iszmbre categorical on the igsue of meter: .

Rhyme and meter are not to be found in® Zulu poetry. There ie

a certain regularity of rhythm, however in that each verse

has roughly the same number ,of gtregmes (40).

In hie treatment of the stanza, however, Cope provides gome
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 may not contain meter in the classical sense
of the word {regular, roughly equal units in the rhythm}, it is
clear from all accounts that there are definite rhythmic
patgarna. Like much Western free verse, however, the patterns are
not censistent throughout a single posm, alterngting te suit the

|{“
content. It is also obvious that the rhythms of izibongo are more
comples than described by Rycroft above.

Opland argues that:

Izibongn must have been shouted out if, as Kopf asserts,

cattle were incited by their izibonge during races.... The
modern imbongi in general still perferme in a loud voice,
gince he must be heard by a nmilling throng.... When the

modern imbongl performa hefore a microphone he does not have
te raise hie volce and nust stand rooted in one spot (250).

193




i
&

Coﬁe makes a similar comment, adding that the imbongi performé
rag fast as possibleJ. This,:he says, "create[s] an emotional
excitement in the audience as well ag the praiser himself, whose
volce often rises in pitch, wolume and épeed ag he progresses”
{29). Both Cope and Opland seem to ignore the possibility that
volume, pitch and speed may be a poetic devices firmly under the
control of a skilled imbongi. In my experience 131bongi adjust
their voluma pitch and speed not only in relation to
clrcumstancea of thelr delivery but alse to complemernl ‘what is
heing said. Certain words are uttered slowly, at a relaﬁively
soft volume and at a very low p;tch, when that effect*is
required. Gunnerualao'dites the example of an imbongi who very
consgciously vaa.is hig apeed, wvolume and tore of delivery.

Cope observes that the imbongi eliminates ‘downdriftc

intonation’:

The effect ie a gense of seriousness and occasiom, but it ie

ne accompanied by a sense of merenity in the case of the
Zulu praise-poems, for they are not recited smootkly and
quieizly but shouted with great gusto, so that the
accompaniment to the sense of seriousnesgs and occagion is
emctional uplift and excitement (29).

Cope goes on to gay that down&rift intenation ie used, with
"penultimate vowel lengthening® to signify the end of é stanza,
this he terms 4 "fipal cadence”. He also mentions the use of *the
ghort break or caesura which may mark the middle of a verse, and
the vowel lengthening which may wmark the initial vowel of a
versa":

The latter can occur only when the verse begins with a

praige-name, to which it gives promlnence and dramatic

effect. The former can cccour only in the middle of a verse,

which may ox may not be a likely place for a gramﬂatlcal
break (39).
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It ipg the cadence with ite downdrift intonation which marks the

opportunity for the audience to respond.

The ébove&discussion highlights the complex nature of the

izibongo.kﬁa Gunner and Gwala point out: .
The formal cuualities of the izibongo are the prcducr and the
expregsion of working conventlons ¢f a genre of ~r3l poetry
which has circulated widely fof/ generations among Zul.
speakers north and south of ¥ 2 Thukela River. Iz.bors.. have
responded to shifiing emphaq, of time and dynamic cu.-ural
and scocial pressures but ha’ / still remained a recognisable
genre (7). {. _

They do identify a number of éﬁalitiea that mark iziborgo off
from ordinary apeech: condensea, csmpact language, eryptic and

aphoriatlc axpression, the highly allusive nature of pralse

names; the tenslon between economic use of wor@s and expansion

(aﬁch as gemantically redundant repetition); and linking.
Hoﬁever, these gualitiles would not all be present'in“evéry paem.
Perhgps the only formal quality that can bé identified asg common
to all i21bongo is the basic convention of namlng in a way that
attrlbutea speciFlc qualltles to the object of "praise" .,

An overly formalist approach to defining the izibongo can
therafore be problematic. A narrow définition which emphasises
the formal cualities of royal iziﬁongo ¢an obscure the ‘more
popular varianté.of the genre., Perhaps a more useful approach is
to defines the izibongo primarily in terms of its emphasis on
performative qualities. Thease i@&iude, as discussed above, the“
relatively high, sustained toné an&.?a%ﬁd rhythw of delivery, the
uge of cadences, the uge of arm and leg wovements and atypical,

usually symbollc, dress. Hlatswayo gives such a definition of the
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izibongc,in accounting for audience”responses to worksr pcgEry:

[Our peetry in the traditional form] wae done in the imbongil
style. And once the person stcod there and paced the stage,
raigsed his voice, lowered his voice, screeched, poundad the
alr, immedlately people recogrised it - hey this is postry
let we listani ("The work of poetry®, 2).

‘Although 2ne cannot ignore more formalietic definitiéns

altogether, the wide varie*ion of these qualities betwean tha
"ordinary man’s 'boast” and the chiefly 1zibongo suggests that the
parformative elements are at-tha heart of the izibongo.

The ,elementr identifled by Gunner and Gwala can also be
idéniifiud ae of great significance in the performance of
iz_.wongo, Az they argue, these qualities mark the izibongo off
from everyday speech. They are rooted in the oral nature of the
genre and allow for the imbongi to tread the fiue line between
flgurative and literal speech discussed in Chapter Two The
audience is thus able to recognise the izibongo as "poetry" and
ig challenged and stimulated by the allusive, symbolic 1anguage'
and the rhythm introduced by elementé'sﬁch as repetition and
linking. Y

it 18 therefore "'éifficult, 1f nc=t=impdssib1e, to identify
the extent to whlich worker poeéry draws on the izibongo through
formal analyses of transcribed texts alone. The approach I have
taken is to place the brecadly defined performative elements at
the centre cof my analysis, while also seeklng out evidence of

other stylilstic ‘qualities discussed above. Rnother key indicator

-1 used was the extent to which the audience appeared to recognise

- the izibongo conventicns by employing conventional reapngea,

sguch as "mushol®,
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style. It is also arguéﬁ that he has not restricted himself tb

'more frequantly performed poems for evidence of the izibongo‘s

" a numbar of key elemente are drawn from the ;gibongd. The poem is

26 is dimcussed in the previoue chapteras, Qabula is widely

acknowledged as the first worker poet to introduce the izibongo

t. 18 style of pootry, drawing as he does on a wide range 6f
performance genres- “tradltional“, contempararf and experimental..
This also apprlies to poate auch as Hlatswayo and Ngubo but leps

o to Ntanzl. It ls-nevertheleaa useful to examine a few of the '

+

Ly

1nfluence.
Mﬁlly Blll haa conducted a tentative textual analysis of
Oabula’s first poem *Izibongo zikaFosatu".153 ghe notes that this

is made more difficult by a number ~& flaws in the transcription

and typography of the poems in Elgﬁﬁmm§mbg_giging; Struc;ﬁ}ally,

"framed® by two opening verse lines and five concluding lines
"made up of final exhortations and acclamations® (3)}. The opening
lines ave clearer ln the Zulu than in the English translation:

Noguye wavelal
Baaho bonke bathi wavelat

Pl

Bill points out that, as in the "traditional® izlbongc, aach
stanza is introduced by a praise name or phrase, followed by a
number of lines or stanzas which elaborate the name or phrase,

Narrative is used extersively in these sections, and dialogue is

T T = M e b e e S

153, M. Bill, "An initial exploration of the emergent nature of
Natal worker poetry," lecture notes, U of Witwatersrand,
1991,
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alsa used, though less freﬁuent;y ?;4 Thia extensive use of °
h #

'narrﬁtive Ieads to a leass dense use of allugive and gymbolic

imagéxy than in *traditional ;zlhonqn“. Nabula’s imagery, nhg o
arguew is less métaphorical Forms of repetitian such as link
and p&xalleliam are also relative:y absent There are alnn fewer.
“vocat*ve forms" as there are fewer direct sulogies. |
&nuely textual analysls of Lhe transcribed poem tnerefore
auggeath that while QabuI; does draw on key elements of the
lzibongﬁ, he does, in niJ own woras modify it *ro sulf the
mmdern &vdience and the nowadays themea“ (“Tribute to Alfred
Temba Qaﬁula" 3). 1nveatigat1ng the performances shows =a
slmilarlﬂ ambiguous relatlonahip, with Qabula on various
OCNasions*moving cloger to and further away from the izibongo.lS5
In the video recording of “Praiae Poem to Fosatu® hlE tone,
rhythm and gesture are all typical of the izibongo. His dress, as
noted in C@apuer Two, is typical on'y insofar as it is highly
aymbo}ic a&ﬁ differentiated from ordinary clothing. Audience
respon;e isienthusiastic and contains celeﬁratory elemente that
are typidaliy uged in izibongo performances but which are not -
strictly tled te the izibongo. Elements such as ululating are

common to maﬁy other styles and modes within the broader
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154. Bill cites commentators who have pointed out that Cone’s
analysis tends to under-estimate the significance (and
frecquency) of narrative sectione in of the poems

155. The impact of wrlting -and literacy on Qabula’sa p rformance
has already been noted.
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performing culture, such as the ukugiya which Guﬁner_and Gwala
have argued is closely rélated to izibongo.

During the sa&r_m}rf;;mange, Qabulﬁ'perfozmad *The Migrants
Lament" ,156 Thig is, as noted in the colleétion, & song angd
differs“aubsta;tially from the izibongo. Qabula has always had a
particulai'affinity for song, althdugh this has more frequently
been expressed in his contributione to theatrical and choral -
groups in Natal.

As mentioned in ¢ apter Two, Ntanzi is posaibly the cloa&ﬁt
to the conventional imbongi in performanhe. For example, in the
Mandela Rally version of “Buya Mandela“ he uses parallelism and
1inking frequently. For example, .

Inkunzi eblhonge eRcbben Ieland
. Yabhonga kwazamazama iRobben Island

The bull that roared at Robben Island
ite roaring shook Robben Island

He rellies heavily on the praise name "Inkunzi" (the bull;,
develcplng it through a number of gtanzas. His imagery is,
boweve& mcre_sparse than in the conventional izihongo in the
gense that\he has a ‘more restricted repertoire of images and
praise names, Audience response to Ntanzi's work is also most
characteristic of the izibongo, frequently ineluding the 'musho"
responae digcuased before On one occasion, when he performed in
the Transvaal, he brought along a friend who, dressed in skiné}
attempted to lead the audience by responding at specific pointe

in the performance.

e i e e i e mh A e e me M e e A e e T A e e e T M R R A RE R A ek A S b e e A . e e A e e R

'Llss;* Transcribed and translated in Black Mamba Rising.
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f% Ngubo's poetry, ae noted in the previous chapter, does not -
diraw heavily on the izibonge. Praise names are used infrequently
? 4] .

it

‘and where they are used they are often drawn from Qabula and'h

Hlatewayo’s poetry. For example, he has used th~ images of the =~
mole and the black mambz. In performance, however; he invokes the
familiar tone, relying heavily on final chencea even when

performlng in Engllsh

Hlatswayo varies his poetry even more substantially than

Qabula. While in his earlier poerry the influenceof the izibongo

was clear, hialmore\}ecent work showa lesa evidence:hf the
quallties dlséléséd above. Although in his earlier performances
he did utilise the pertormatlve ,qualities, he performed
infrequently durinq the pg;iod,in which my fieldwork took place.
This has muchgto do with the nature of his work as the national
co—orﬂinator of thé Cosmatu Cultﬁgé Un;g. In his own words : .
T6 be“éreative though becomes difficult when you are an
office-bearer of a movement. Yes, its very problematic,
?ecgggglas a coeordina;gg I have to worry about fnnds,
acilities, resources.
He goes on to complain that:hélping other people £ind creative
outleta has sapped him of tlme and energy for hig own creative
work. He has contlrued to compose but his poetry has become more
literary, obvicusly written in-between meetings with lesms of an
eye on the performance situation.

I have play books and play scrlpts gitting around which I
don‘t have time to work omn.

157. M, Hlatswayo, "The work of poetry," Writers Notebock.1.5
(1991): 3. .
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The influence of writing and literacy on Hlatswayo has been more
far reaching tﬁ;n'On Qabula, poseibly because Hlatsﬁayo has had
lese time in which to involve himself in pei%ormancea-

Malange’s poetry has never dravm Blgnificantly on izibongo.
As {#-evident in her poems in Blggk_gamha_ﬂiging her themes ara:
more private and her performance ptyle less axuberant She hae,
o%boccasion,-performed with Qabula and others in poetic medleys
iﬁfwh#ch she has performed work whiéh, at least in itﬁ
ﬁerformance gu;iities, more closely rlieembles the izibongo. In
general, thoﬁéh, Malange has tended to avoid the mass rallies for

[

the reaaone autllned in Chapter Two. o

Apart ﬁrom the rare occasions where Malange performed with
other poets, I did not see women performing in the izibongo
atyle. Most of the performing women were part of the youth groups
which utilised Mbuli‘s style of poétry. Gunner notes that women's
izibongo are often performed only'amcng womﬁn and this may lead

te an asaumptibn that "official" izimbongi should be men. While

i
!

she does fecord instances of women performlng qeneral izibong
these cases seem to be the excaption rather tLJn the rule. It }§y

also be that the male izlbcngo ig more closely linked to

‘militarism and warfare - and therefore have more in common with

the recurrent theme of political confliet. In general though, the

predominance of male performers seems to be linked more clogely

to the broader imgsue of male dominaticn of public life the to a
: |

gpecific and institutionalised gendering in the aphere of the

performing arts. At the workshops I attended womén were
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encouraged by poets such as-Qabuie and Malange to compose and

perform ‘poetry. . I . “ef

E

The tendency for poets based in the yuuth groupe to draw on

thr‘ﬂzwakhe style has already besn discussed in some detail At

1‘

thie point it should be noted that many of theese poets are ' 1t ..

working claea but have not emerged thfough the uniona\ The

.....

is a fine one‘but I rurely saw youth poets &awing haavilz on th 2 .

izikongo.

K - B : : .
‘ \‘) ML \k . .-"’ ; o

In conclusion, it ig uaefux to return to Cunner and Gwala’e point

on formal qualities, Thefﬂ argument that "the formal quaiitieés of

the izibongo are the preeJ¢ ~and the expression of woring
conventions of a genre oflcfél ;oetry” peums particularly
cppropriate in the discﬁseien“of worker poetry. The polnt is that

such conventions are not, as the formalists seem to imply, strict

:rules which can be ugsed to *Taealfy poetry int® various genre

tvpﬂs Rather they are "working connentione“ tnat will and do
change over time and are easily changed by other influencea and

innovat 1.01’1 .

i

The werker poets do see Lhemseives as drew1ng on the L

izibongo bLt do not Ben ita conventions as lmmutaole At times it

geems ag if they utilise these conventlons fer purely pragmatlﬂ

reasons, ar Hlatswayo has said:

People like comrade Qabula... made me realime that it ise
important to £ind a form that is acceptable to people in
that environment. When we tried this, it caught on, because
people could understand that thie wase poetry (2).
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§ “fhe poets are aware that thg,au@ience 8 int;macy with the® ;.m -
° % izibongo a poetic CQﬂVEHtlDﬂB ca;’eﬂﬁance their poetry’s o m&“ k:ﬁ
 § ‘affective power. Simﬁiarly, Hlatawayo, points out how other H?ifﬂ
g H:% “ "traditional forms” have been utilised: =

Once you are cppressad Jou want to use everything to advarce
‘yourgelf - thers’s no 1imit: whether it’s an AK, literature _
or education. The youths in our area have come cut with war
chante; sven these are war chante which have been used over !
the centurles - the rhythm - just the wmeassage has changed..

. s [
At other times the p@eta aeem to see their use of the izibongo :

=

,_:! §§ ’.:p-..;ﬂ.-"!ff'?;;'n::,am&.: ..n-s(-. -"-‘.' .

more as a statement of the;r own integrlty in the face of wvarious-

forma of oppreasion. In Hiatswayo s words: e

We all know how theJﬁ stem has contin-ed to\cppreas and

weaken the working diass. But we forget that it also does so
in subtle waye: it always.tells us that our history is of no 7
value; what happened vhen has no beariig as to what happens

. now, In this way vour fumanity, your traditions, are taken

vt% out of you. Once that happens, you are vulnersble, you are
“-:ﬁ weak, you can never ga*her enough emotional power to regist .
o (1) . _ , .
¥ : | .
. The formal and performative qualities of the izibongo are at one R
: L
Vef level Bimply seen ag" an’lntellectual regcurce. At another ]evel,
: ¥ N
*_'ﬁg ' anevwr, rhey are seen by ¢ne' poets as sgymbolic of Chelr ' o 4
BRI (?‘ resistance to what they gee as a multi-faceted history of ¢
i | oppression.

Iy
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Y

A number of critics have viewed worker poetry as an intellectual
resource Put in significantly different ways. Bounin and
Ngoashenéi for example, have explored the role of what Ngc sheng
. calls "core cultural activists" as "organic intellecﬁuals" {in
ghe Gramacian senge of thg word) .158 ag noted in Chapter One,
%mny oritics have”traated worker izibongo as "the tranaformation
of a tradition®. Qabula himself has referred to his pomstry as a
"weapon” at the level of ideas, a means of educating fellow
workers.

The disecussion in this chapter attemptas to tackle thesa
lesues in a way that may appear st ange to some readers. I take
és my starting point the concluding point of Chapter Six, which
noted that the izibongo, as poetic form, is in itself symbolic
and carries ﬁ;ﬁning. Central to my argument is the notion that
the izibongo is ﬁ&; just. an empty vessel, that ap a distinct
cultural form it is nymbolié,lly laden, in that it is deeply
embedded in ideas of ethnicity. It is therafore problematic to

make absclute distincticas betwesn "form" and "content" in the
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- 158, Ngoashenyg "We organise and Educate"; Bonnin "We Went To Arm -

Ggraelves“ .
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discussion of the meaning of worker poetry. In what follows, I.
therefore address three issuea which way initially appeayx
unrelated. I ‘begin by examining gsome of the central ideas that
were being tranemitted in and through the ;zlbongo I proceed to
discuss the related question'cf the extent to which the poats'
ipraiaing® incorparates a critical dimension

Finally, in a less obviously related exercisas, I discuss the
media via which worker poetry has reached ite audieﬁce. Attempts

to record (and therefore reproduce} the poetry havae entalled

__aarious .congequences for both the "form® and the "content® 6f the

poetry, If formal and stylistic qualities can be geen as carrying
and 1nFluencing meaning, the "medium” via which the poetry
reache& its audienceé becomes an essential component of the
discuesion of the dialogue between performer and audience. Por
example, print takes a performapce.and'transforma it into a met
of typographic symbols arranged on a page according to certain
conventiong. Nearly all the elements I identified in the
preceding chapters (especially Chapter Two} ae being crucial to
the audience’s response evaporate in the wake of this process. In
fact the audience evaporates and a new, imagined, audience lg
craated. The.text, by wirtue of the way in which publighed Eaxts
are sold, dissipates into a readership that is almoat impossible
to trace. This, one might 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 among workers

in Natal tend tc show the widespread existence ~¥ %ethnic momants
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of identity® within the multiple layers of identity.'Kelwyn Sole,'f.

diacugsing the multi-faceted symboliem of the poetry,-has

observed how this is evident in the poetry:

The poems in Black Mamba Rising exhibit clearly the way in
which layers of class, ethnic, religious, nationalist and

sexual identities are enmeshed in the minde of both these
poets and the widar audience of black workers ("New Words
Riging" 110)}. : :

Sole is concerned about "whether or not (and to what extent)

cne’s class conegiousness is mixed with and transforms the cther

modas of identity present®. He expresses conéern that the poets
are "placing too much faith in the transfogmati%e power of
traditional symbols alone" (111}, Althoug.h.Sole iz obviously
mindful of the poetic conventions employed by the paeté, his
focus is primarily on contént; he speaks mainly of "symbola"., The
"layers of ideﬂtity“ he correctly identifiemp are represenﬁed, '
though, not only in what the poetse say but also in how they séy
it. _

That the izibongo has been appropriated in the service of
many different causes does not, as mentioned 'bove, make it a
transparent or neuffal medium. While it way be difficult t -
separate-the Zulu izibongo from the broader genre cof Southern
African praise poetry, in Natal its use has alwaye been.closely
linked to ideas of "Zulu-ness", Its ability to rainvent the past
- to tranefer and traneform hiptorical knawlédge - has been
recognised and exploited by many Zulv nationalists. As Gunner and
Gwala have shown, the recording, publication, canonisation and |
teaching of the izibongo .ava all been wrapped up i.. Zulu

nationalism of cne sort or another (Muphol 34). With regardfto
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the teaching of izibongo as published in mchool text books, they
argue that: |

The ewphasis on the royal praises... seems to have bacome

part of the attempt to create a sense of a national Zulu

%%g?fature and therefore a Gietinctively Zulu high culture
They point out that this link with authority has unfortunately
"tended to hide [the izibongo’s] broadef soclal base" (9), They
do not, however, show that the krroader genre haa.less significant
links with ideas\gf Zuluneas.

It ie precisely the close associationg that have been
created between the izibdngo and Zulu nationalism that have led a
number of youth to prefer the reggae-baged poetry popularised by
Mzw=khe Mbuli. However, youth I spoke to (and whose responses 1
obperved at.live performances} did not reject the izibhongo
outxight. They “preferred" the Mzwakhe-atyle but they still
appreciated the izibongo and are certainly still familiar with
its basic conventions. One ycufh remarked to me, talking about
Ntanzi (;ho washpe%forming in akina); that although he preferred
Mbuli‘’s poetry tb Madlinyoka’s, it was good “"that people like him
were inﬁolved:in the struggleJllsg

In a staﬁement prepared for a Eosa;ﬁ Education Workshop in
1985 (also cited in Chaptasr Five); EheJBﬁCL said:

We also discovered that we had to overcome our hatreds of

each other: amakholwa against traditiomalist; Chriscian of

the offlcial churches against the Zioniast; Moalem agairst

"Hindu; Pondo against Zulu; Zulu royalist against Zibh-ochu’a
offspring; migrant against urban; Zulu against Indj .a; black
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159. This was not in a formal interview situatien.
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against... oh, and this is difficult, very difficult in

South Africa - black against white (Sitas alagk“m§mhg_31§ing

58).
They aigued that differences slhould not prevent their uniting
against their "common oppression as workers®:

Our fate as workers and our needs s human beings bound ua

together, but language, cultural ¢hauvinism and divieions,

tore us apart. We diacovered that it is only through our

unity that our atrength and dignity could be enlarged.
Thege statemencs were, not surprisingly, in 1Jne with union (and
ANC) policy at the Lime. They did not challenge tha exiptence of
such divisions but argued that their cultural interventions ‘
should =erve to overcome, no$ underpln, them. Thelr view of
ethnicity is thua substantially'different co, and counterpoised
against, that of Tnkatha or the Nationalist Party, which until
recently explicitly claimed to represent specific ethnic
gxoups.lso

As has been noted, however; & number of the poets have
ambiguous attitudes towards “traditidﬁ". Qabula, for example,
argues that this i3 at least'partly because of the hiatorical
role chiefs have played:

In most instances in the past the kings and rulers proved

i themgelvea most willing to bz ¢o-opted by the colonial

rulers at the expense of their subjects. ("Tribute: Alfred

Qabula” 3). C
He has, however, also argued to me that chiefs should play an

active role in a future syutem of government, Ngubo, in a
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160. Both of these parties also argued for political

representation along ethnic linees. Recent events have seen
changes in these argumentes in favour of federalism which
still has a strong ethni¢ flavour,

7
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discussion with me, aftar"initiailﬁ insisting that he wes | |
| roivilized® and did not indulge in traditional rituals, conceded

the importance of certain rituals in ensuring J healthy
relig}Onshiphwith hie anéeﬁéora. Az mentioned abaﬁ}, he also
claimed to have muti effectively protecting someone. from an
enemy’s bullets. In fact, as far as I could see respect for
ancestore was univergal among the poets I smpoke to.

As has already bsen diacussed, in drawing on the lizibongo
and referring to themselves as lzimbongl (praise poeF;), the
poets have made it clear that they saw their performances aa parth
of a broader task ;f keeping ntraditional forme" alive in the b \

{
face oﬁ,_??at they percelved as, the imposition of western . k
cul tural‘: F_;rma .

Qabula has argued that "at school we did poetry but totally "
ﬁseleas gtuff® ('A Life Cruel" 3). He claims to have adopted th&”:
style of the izibongo "to a certain extent" but that it "had to
be modified to suit the modern audience and the nowadaye themes®,
Ngubo’s cbmment that wegptern poetry was "written about gimple
things" and_therefore did not make sensge is c¢ited in Chapter
Five. One-ﬁf his poemes begine with a comment on this: :

From childhood to manhoodg

I didn’t obtain time
To focus at the nature

g*ﬁ\ And the beauty of the woiig,

Created by the Almighty. i
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161. G. Ngubo, "Parliament in My Head," Writers Notebook 1.3&4
{1890} : 26.
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Habuld gaid thﬁt prior to hieg uee of the izibongo in praise of "
Fosatu, many people associated the izibongo with chiefg and
Inkatha. Hlatswayo remembers the debatem:

When we started reciting poetry using traditionsl forms of
oral poetyy (which wae in the past linked te praising

chiefg, that is the ruling classes of that day), ‘there was a

storm because people felt we were turning the clock back,
that this was nct part of progressive culture., They could
not understand that we were joining the past to the present
and the future (1).

"Qabula referred to his poetry as one of many "weapona®:

A traditional fighter would carry a knobstick, togather with
& spear, a bayonet and & shield but he would use one item at

a time. He would Efirst use a stick but if the stick was not

doing a good job he would turn to hie knobstick and the rest

of hig weapons. 80 all forms of media are lmportant; music
and newspapers are also important but poetry is the most
effective ("A Life Cruel"™ 5). i

Ambigucus  titudes to ethnic ldentities are also apparent in the

poema. There is much evidénce of the poets’ awaieness of thelr
ancestors. In "Izibongo zikaFomatu® (Praise poem to Fosatu),
Qabula speaks of Fosatu as an answer to prayer (toc the
“tiaditiqnal“ gupreme being, Mvelinggangl, and the ancestors).

Prayed we did to our Mvelinggangi
And the ancestors have answered uas,

And sent us Fokatu. {(Blick Mamba Rising 11).

He also suggests his ancestors spoke to him through his dreams.
I dreamed I am a Sangoma "
You have come to me mo that I can tz2ll all about you
I have thrown my bones and called on my abalozi.
My bones and my abalozl are delling me thise...
For Qabula, Africa consists of many "nations" and "populationsg"

(17) . Similarly, Hlatawayo calls on the "ancestors of Africa" to

rejoice at the workers’ struggle in "The Black Mamba Rises" {25).

In "Workers’ Lamentation for Ancient Africa", Hlatswayo calle on
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his audience to recall "the harvest ceremonies" and "the marriage
ceremonieg"® (30) |

This apparent contradiction (between the rejection of ethnic
divisions and a strong commitment to ideas and forma that are an
integral component of Zulu.ethnicity) can only partly be
explained by the fact that indigenous ideas and practices
commonly aasociated'with ethnicity constitute powerful
intellectual resources. Many people are reluctant to sacrifice
these entirely on the altar of modernity and w“xt is dubioualy
{(but commonly) referred to as civilization. As Ngubo said to me,
cne ghould not throw away things that still work.

Also woven into the poems are Chrietian'symbols and
references to Christian practices such as Qabula’s "praying".
Qabula’s sung posm "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
8till present ancestors (in her words "Everyone who has died / Is
here today") and combines it with messianic imagery:

Nell Aggett

Whe died fcor the liberation of the workers

Ig here today

Ephraim Bhabalala

Who died

Th~ systems victim

Ig here today

Andriea Raditsela

Who died

For us all

Is here today,

With us

Sharing,

Thie day with us (56)}.
"Today" becomes a judgement day, as "those who died as oppressors |

are here®. Malange calle on them to leave, "Away oppresaocr / Awiy
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traitor"., In "Death", Qabula aleo evokes the idea of a judgement
day,

Woe unto you

.. On that day

The fires you stcocke for others

Baall haunt you

The pain and suffering you fully inflicted

On. nature

On nations

Will degcend on you. {(21)
in BOme instances the narrator is a victim, as in “Migraﬁts
Lamant“ nafricat and "Deafh“ The emphasis is on retrlbution,
where the "orphana/ those widowed / will hrn cut to be your
judges® .

while these lines give the impression of the poets relying
on Christian ﬁ?d indigenocus ideas of divine cr-ancestral
retribution, ;’more aétiva and direct militarism aléo pervadesg
their owu poems. This is not surprisging, given the intense and
often violent nature of political conteﬂtanin Durban, and the
harsh reality of workers’ -lives. &s is to be expected, thie is
far less pronounced in the easrlier poetry than in the poetry of
the late 1980s and early 1990s. | '[i

In "Izibongo zikaFosatuﬁ, Qabula portrays Fosatu aa a
nchicken with wide wings" but also as a roaring lion (8). Mawu is
a ferocious boxer. Workers, Fosatu’s ";ona and daughters", are0
'militant" ‘and the narrator "wonders what muti they use',

In an example of Qabulala later postry, "Sthandwa’, the”
narrator, a “singérJ;{aymEolising a guerrilia}, gerenades his
lover with stories of how, when he ®played his guitar",

oppressive regimes f£el). In Ntanzi’'s 1990 verzion of"“Buya

Mandela® (Return Mandela), Mandela is a "bull with sharpened
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horns" whe reduces his opponents to shivering, confuged men with’
didirrhoea. )
- Gunner and Gwala have noted that izibongo are often
_ v
asgociated with militarism but that this can be misleading.
The emphasis on war and an accompanying macho virility,
which are satill prominentc 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 broadex

biographlcal and autoblographlcal thrusts of the lzibongo
(7). 7

Similarly, the gurrent militarisation of Natal society is evident
in {and arg:ably authorised by) contemporary WOrker\poet:y. What
this has done to the "broader base" of praising would be a

worthwhile area for further regearch.

The fact that the term "praise poetry" is often a misleading
tranpslation for the word "izibongo" har often been noted. Gunner
and Gwala, for example, point out that:
What izibongo are primarily concerned with is naming,
identifying and therefore giving substance to the named
person oY object (2).

While worker poets do generally refrain from contentious issues,

these are often included by carefully phrasing.problema to stress

~the importance of overcoming differences. In "Izibongo

zikaFogatu", Qabula refers to political leaders that have

betrayed their constituencies and gently poses the guestion as to

whether Fosatu will do the same. i\g

A
FOSATU, we have chosen you to lead us

Time and time 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 ourlaismay, _

After we had appointed them, we placed them on the

Top of the mountain

And they turned against us (10).
As has been noted abrve, both the poets and their audiences are
keenly aware of their role in "building unity". Thie emphasis on
unity alsb cperateg through the ‘ingider-outsider’ phenomenon,
with its emphasis on criticism of opponents and praise of leaders
baing rewardiéd by the audience. Similarly, Gunner and Gwala <¢laim
that one of the ways izibongo function to validate power is
through incluasion and excluéicn (7). They note that the izibongo
in their collection are often anéhdred in a "matrix of combat and
corflict", which ie alsc a characteristic of worker poetry (24).

Thua Madlinyoka Ntanzi speaks of "gellouts" trembling and
£illing the streets with diarrhoea:

Bven the intestines of young men boiled

I saw them with diarrhoea £illing the streei when Madiba

entered _

You will gee himi*62,
Given the emphaéia on polidarity and unity, the apparent absence
of criticism cf the poetry or, in the poetry, the iimited
criticism of leadership figures during the rallies is therefore -
not surprising.urhe very nature of the mass rally does not
encourage,thﬁi§éicing of zriticism "from the floor". The

excitement generated by this sense of unity also tends to

overwhelm expressions of criticism which may be there (because
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162. Personal colleétion.
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cripggiam of the poets or their ideas is often expressed by D~
sii;ﬁce or by ‘polite applause’, it is aleo difficult to |
measurei. '

Within any expressign of unity, however, must always be
gought the disunity, the sources of potential schism and xupture.“ ﬁf
At the Mandela rally, for example, such te;aionﬂ weré ébviouﬂ ta.‘
‘ingidere’. In the procesa of ofganising the rally differen%
tendencies within the ANC ‘vied to set the agenda and definelﬁhe

content, of the rally. A certain group of activiets wrote

A AR LY b S, st s 4 e e B o

Mandela’s gpeech, in which there wag a radical ¢all for all ANC
ac?ﬁviata to "throw their guns into the sea®. Thip emphaais 1éd
to® conelderable diacontent - an audible buzz arose in the . i
audlence and a smal?, group of youth walked out Thls eriticism
was, however, followed by a more vocal wave of crltlcism whlch -
Burfaced after the event, through organisational structures.

Almost all the ANC members I aﬁoke to afterwards criticimsed

Mandela (and those who wrote his speech), saying his call was

tantamount to calling for mass suicide as ANC members would lose

their capacity to defend themselves. Ntanzi’as criticism of the

'
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political opposition, in the same rally, stood in stark.
opposition tu the ideas Magdels later put forward in his speech. ;

€.,
Ntanzi’'s severe criticism of Buthelezl and Inmkatha - ironically

in his praise poem to Mandela - received louder applause than
_.l Mandela’s own speech. After the rally I overheard sonme of the
| organisers suggesting that he should not have been so militant

and that his poetry should conform more to the “peace effort". I

did not hear this being suggeated to him directly but it does
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illustrate a tension between the poet’s attempt to expresas
0

himself and the leadership’s desire to impoge theis own ideas. it
alsc‘ehows the potential for intervention and perhaps even
censorghip. | LA |

What is clear, howev$¥: is that the ﬁérker poets do, as

Karin Barber FhOWE ie the cage with Yoruba oriiii (praiee poeme},

"reveal connectlons and hidden faces in BOClety that would not ) o
T,

otherwise be. ac’f fﬁble" (I_.Cp.uld_smm:immmx 2)., &

Guncer and Gwala euggeat that one of the waya in whieh

i

‘royal’ lzibongojachieve their power is’ through the dlatancev
created between them and more popular izibongo.

The pralses of rovalry have been used as means of social
control and those in positions of peower have distanced their 7
praises from those of their subordinates by exploiting .. - © 5
gtatus and hiefarchy and linking this te occasion of Te L
performance (34).
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Taking what appeare to be a contrary view, Léroy Vail and’Landeg
White utilise the notion of ‘poetic 1iéenae', which they gay is a
key component of the asathetic popularly aesociated with praise
Ebetry. tme of the jualificatiohs they suggest isaqeceesary when
considering the notion of ‘ﬁéeéic license’ is that "historically,
praise poets have not always acted as the autonomoua gpokesmen of
the people® {(55), stressing historical shiftes in the role and .
nature of praise poetiy. ' o . B Y

They point to a tension, betwsen the use of izibongo aas a
i L6}

meana of soqﬁal control and as means of expreasging criticism,
that parallels the tension between unity and ecriticisem in worker
poetry. Vell and White partly explain this with reference to Max

Gluckman’s d19t1nction between rebellion and revelution: : s
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African societies contained witnin themselves a procesa of
constant rebellion but not revolution. (46)

Thi:; istinction  is pertinent in the case of worker poetry.

Although the wcrkei'poets are not praising people who wield state -

powar, the subjects of their attention are powerful withir their
‘context. The poetic 1icegse they exercise is not often direcﬁe§
- against the leaderu ol their movement but mostly against the :
*fﬁtate and its allies. That“the leaders of the movement should
grant the pcets the license to criticise their gfponents is noﬁ
surprising, espeéially when this criticiam ig;éombined with ;
tireless praise of themselves. The exampl@éciteé “bove, while i
exhibiting the psotential tenasion, is atypical. A more typical :
example would bz Qabula, who has directed himself tb the

organisations and their leaders critically, but more in a tone of

‘comradely advice’ than one of antagornistic criticism,

Vail and White are also careful to point out that it is not -

thé performer who is lilcensed but the pecformance (outside of the
performance event, the individual pogdts do not carry greater |
%"ligense" 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 "exploitation of stagus
and hierarchy® by those in power. What needs to be asgerted isf
that there is also what could be termed an “asaumptiou of
license" hy the performers themselves, which i=s rhinkorced by the
audience. Whether the performance is granted thlB poetic licenae
or ig used as meaus of social control is not simply dictated by

those in power but also involves the participation of performefs

and audience. In addition to the ‘license’ heing embedded in tﬁa '

W
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event itself, it is therefore als¢ necessarily embedded within

{ . _
*&nterpret1ve communities that implicitly and indirectly negotiate

the texrms of that 1lcenae While such negotiatidns may involve a
degree of coercion or ppssuasion from above, without tha_consent
of both parties the dialogue between audience and performer will .
be brok;ﬂ down, rendering the poetryﬁineffectual . 2 means of
dialogue and, ultimstely, as a means.of exercising contrel. The
negotiation is therefore more likaly to take the form of a

dynamic tension between contradictory, tendencies, towards ¢logure

- and away from it. As discussed previuvualy, the terrain of

interpretation is a constant site of struggle and its boundaries
are ncver fixed indefinitely. The unit; degceribed above is thus a
dialectical one, the terms of which are constantly under :
challenge, ﬁegotiation and reinvention.

The example of Ntanzi’s performance at the Mandela rally
also illustrates héw it is impossible to comprehend the intensity
of feeling at a mass rally without acknowledging the effect of
the violence in Natal on members of thé audlence. The poetry is
peerrmed in an atmosphere dominated by pain, anger, revenge and
sometimes hope; it ie simultaneously held together and pulled
apart by strongly felt political convictions aﬁd identities.

Ithis partly because of this fact that the distinction
between "worker poetry" and "popular poetry"™ has become extremely
blurred. If thg poetry is to be classified, more meaningful
distinctions can be made at the level of performance Qtyle and
ideological positioning than can be found in the class origins of

the individual poets. The worker poete are, generally speaking,
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+ ¢lose to the grassroots memberghip and tend? in Natal,_ to be

e

aﬁong the more militant activiste. The\poeta are not slways as
conciliatory as the leadership might like them to be 163 /
There ar; other distinctions that.may become more pertinent fj ;
in the future. Malange told me that (in 1592) workers and youth
in some areas have begun to debate whether culture should be used
to unite the different sideshin the war.164 Ithia far from clearu

that thie iz a widely held conviction, but were it to be widely _

adopted by the pcets, it could pregent the political leadership

with a reason to reaffirm their commitment to providing them with

oS R

space on their platforma. It would also present a challenge’ to

the noets to compope poems which focus less on criticism of ‘the

0
Y ER

enemy’ and more cn reconciling pecople who have been dragged
through one of the most violent perioda in South Africa’s recent
past. Should suck shifts in strategy c¢ause more perioua

fragmentation of different factions in the ANC and Cosatu, it

could also highlight the fragile nature of the interpretive
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163. In general, I would argue that worker poets are part of a
militant mass culture that, in recent monthe, has been
encouraged less than in the past. The politice of '
negotiation have had the effect of de-emphaslsing mass
mobilisation., The Cosatu Cultural Unit was, in late 1951, -
separated from Cosatu to form the Scuth African Workera’
Culture Unit (Sawcu) which is struggling to set up
independent structures nationally. Itz attempts to be
broader-baged than Cosatu do hot yet geem tc have borne
fruit. This may be part of a eophisticated mtrategy tu, erect
a 'civil society’ but it could ailso aymbolise waning
enthusiasm among union leadership for worker culture.

4 .164. She vites, for example, the Alusaf non- slect.arian cultural
rights campsign and a gathering of achool children "from
both sides™ in Northern Natal. _
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community, consequently bearing serious implications for the

performance and reception of worker poetry.

Ag discuaged ébove, ingofar aéiworker poetry serves to exhibit
an? aither reinforce or intervene in the layered ldentities of
the pnets and their audiences, it does so through both "form" and
ﬁcontent“. This raises, howéver, the important question of
imedia®. If, am has frequently been noted, oral {or performance)
poctry suffers when transformed through transcription,
translatlien and typesatting, does it lose those very (formal,
performative and contextual) qualities which enable its reception
and its value as an inLellectual resource? By extension, what are

)

the inadequacies {and potentialflof andio and video recordingg ag
récording and publication ﬁedia? We ran also ask what roles ™
different meﬁns of publishing and distributing poetry have playga
in the formation and consclidation of the interpretative
cﬁmmunity. |

Tt -is tempting to argue that the printed texts are
ingignificant because few people read worker pcétry (see Chaptex.'
Two) and becausge so much is lest in transcription and
translation. There are, héwever, many indicaticns that the
printed texts have indeed played an important role in the "life"
of the poetry - if not in the interpretive community. Similarly,
while video is able to reprodﬁcé wore of the performance than any
other recording medium, it is expensive and the wmost significant

means of production and distribution are, controlled by an

antipathetic government. Aieo, while many videc recordings of the
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poetry exist, haédly any are of broadcast guality and few have
been widely viewed.

Bafore going on to lock at the various media, there are a

‘couple of general pointe that need to be made about thosa facets

of oral performances that cannot be effectively recorded or
raproduced’ in aﬁy medium. "

Any Introductory course on the philosophy of art {and
Literature) raises the question of the ontological status of the
work of art. implicit in much of what has been gald aiready is
the idea that, in the case of worker poetry, the performance
itself should be regarded as the work of art. The performance 1s
not only the textufes;-ghapes and sounds of the poets’ words but
algo the symbolisms, sBignificances and aesthetics brought to bear
on their works by the audience. In addition to this, as Bauman
énd 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, crithues,
challenges, subsequent performances, and the like).

adequate analysis of a single perfermance thus requirea

sensitive ‘ethnographic study of how its forma and meaning

index a broad range of discourse types, some of which are

not framed as performance (60).
cwmilarly, in Chapter Two Hans Robert Jauss was clted as argulng
that aeathetic judgments are also rooted in particular moments of
histoury: | '

The new bscomes an historical category when the diachroﬁic

analysis of literature is pushed further to ask which

historical moments are really the ones that firat make new

that which is new in a literary phenomenon (35).

Ag argued in Chapter Three, the assumption is that audience

repponces are both historically specific (roote in time) and
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geographicélly gpecific {(rooted In space). Fcr Stanley Fish, as I
have already argued, they are aleo rvoted in specific |
interpretive comhiunities and particular situations. The fullest
appreciation of a performasnce isg therefore anéblad by the
racipient both witnessing and being a part of the actusl event.
This entailis more than physically attending the event, If one is
not “inside" the interpretive community, that is familisr with
the common interpretive strategles which congtitute it ag such,
it will not be possible to undergo the same experience,

'_JWhile it may seem to be labouring the point to argue that
both context and audience response (for example} are part of the
worke undsr discussion, there is ; no doubt that separation from
thege destroys important facets of the poems. In debating waye to
record worker poetry {in CWLP), lit was a commonly held view that
- at very least - the audience algo has to be audible and visible
wherever posaible, Ideally, one audlo channel would be taken off
the public address system (cx‘-"-'_?microphonesowere pogitionad mo that
the entire stage wasg ‘live’) a;d another microphone would be
placed in (or pointing towards) the audience. The people
operating televigion cameraé were reguested to £ilm the audience
as often as possible (here the ideal was to dedicatelone camera

to filming the audience).}$5 In transcribing the performance, it
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165. That even the best planned strategies for recording
performances can backfire, is evident in my discusaion in
Chapter Two of the dampening effect of a camera facing the
audience is smaller wvenues.

I
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was reguested that Ehe audience’s (then'very.particularJ
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,
it is quite impossible to record all the ccmplei {and fraguently
contradictory) elements that conetitute the work., A possible
count.er argument is that a recording of a work need not contain
those elements, that the problem only exists if one confuses the
recording with the work itself. Identifving and recording these
conatitutiJE elements, according to thisg argument, does not have
to be done within the processed work iﬁﬁelf, bu£ can be achieved
through complementary forms, such as introductions, footnotes,
reviews and extended commentaries such ae this thesis. While this
is obviously the most pragmatic approach, reading about these
elements i=s entirely different to experiencing them and therefore
does not necessariiy help the ‘cutsider’ to respond to the work
of art in the same way as tha“audienca would.

Another way in which a “éecontextualised“ poem may be more
fully appreciated is if the recipient brings with him/her a host
of imaginative resources which are used to recreate the.original
performance imaginatively. It could be argued that this task (of
"ecmpleting® 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 challenye (and affirmation) of recognition, of

makﬁng senpe of apparent disjuncture. This need not only be

223

LERUPREY S BEPLE Y-

e e e L et B




argued at formal and pefform#tive levels but alsc at the level of
ideas and identities. If the recipient has these imcginative
resources then the experience can be rendered more complate but
if they do not, it could be argued that wirtually nothing will
ever make it so. Such an ax rgument suggesats that no medium ie
inherently effective or defective.

While this position has itz merits, in ite crude form it
negates_the fact thar there are better and worse ways of
- recordiﬁg performance poetry, and that there are limits to what
the imagination can £ill in. For example, it cannot be disputed
that, while much does depend on the specific recording techniques
used, video has the ability to reéord mora facets of.the
performance evenﬁ\than tranacription onto paper. “

The most obviocus resources the reciplent must provide (in
order for the work to be fullyv appreciated) are the deep cultural
meanings anﬁ symools Whlch must be recognised in the poem. These
1nclude metaphora, idiomg and higtorical allusions, as well as
poegig_conventiona and the kinda of symbolism discussed above;
Altﬁough these are embedded in the poetic form and carried in the
language,chey are best seen as ‘nesting’ in interpretive
communities. Someone whé knows the Zulu language superficially
will not necespgarily recognise of be able to interpret certain
symbols.

There are also the losses caused by the "mortaliﬁy“ of both
the event and its socio-peolitical context - these elements by
definitioi: cannot be recorded and have to be reconstructad.

Significant here are the political contexts described in previous
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chapters; the additive effect of previous performances (on the
day and in previous events) and the thrill of geeing pobula:
cultural forms transformed for new purposes. Related to this ara
 ;¥ ' the'éffegts on a recilpient of the responses of other members of
' the audience and the additive effect of previoue performances on
the day and in previbus events.
Bauman and Briggs approach the question from an interesting

angle. Turning the debate on its head, they ask what enables the

performance to be contextualised:

What factors loosen the ties between performed discourse and
ita context? (73).

They argue that the nature of perJormance itself makes it
poésible for the text to be decontextualised.

A text, then, from this vantage point, is discourse rendered
decontextualizable. Entextualization may well incorporate
agpects of context, such that the resultant text carries

elements of ite history of use w%;hin it... a

Reflexive capacity is manifested most directly in the
metalingual and poetic functions. The metalingual (or
metadiacurgive} function objectifies discourse by making
discourge its own topic; the poetic function manipulates the
formal features [of] the discourse tc call attention to the
formal structures by which the discourse is organised...

By its very nature, then, performance potentiates
decontextuallzation.

"Recontextualisation”, according to them, is the process whereby

‘the "decontextualiged" text i=m apprbpriated and "recentered";

that is imbued with a newly constructed contexc.

] We must now determine what the recontextualized text brings
with it from its earlier context and what emerge.t form,
functica, and meaning it is given as it is recentered.

: j This necesesarily bringe into play questions of power.
1 ; To decontextualize and recontextualize a text is thus an act

IR B of control, and in regard to the differential exercise on
: i such control the issue of social power arises...
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They outline the different facets of such power: acceas,

legitimacy, competence and valunes which "organize the ralative
S - :

status of texts and their uses into a hierarchy of preferance",

None of thease factore is a social or cultural given, for
each may be subject to negotiatlion as part of the process.

This gpproach enables us to expand the previous dincﬁsaion on the
role of thé performances in the eatabliﬁhment1and_dbnsolidatidﬁ'
of an interpretive community bevond the perfofmance lteelf; to
epcompase subssguent productions of the poems. The discussion of
medium therafore goés beyond the question of aesthetic losses to
include the iesue of the power wielded by "third parties" in
control of those productions.

Ag noted before, many comme?tators_have discuﬁ?ed the losses
incurred in translation. The present discussion will avold
repeating what has been adequately covered elsewhere. It must
also be noted that losses are suffered even when the poenm i=m
printed in Zulu. In the Zulu edition of Black Mamba Riging {of
which few copies have been sold) the poetry is also crippled,
reinforcing the agument that it is transcription that results in
the most serious losgses.166 Among the more obvious of these are:
the dramatic elements, the rhythms of the performance; the tone
of voice and the performer’s visjible relationship with the |

audience,
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166, Although no hard evidence exists, members of the CWLP argued
that serious typographical errors contributed substantially
to the poor sales of the Zulu edition.
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On the other hand, it must be acknowledged that print has | A
played an important part in the emafgence and recognition of 4
worker poetry. It is the cheapest and easiest form of publlcation
(other than the 11ve performance) and no doubt has made the
- poetry available to those workers who de resd the union
newspapera and cultural journala where the poetry has also bean
published. It is aleo utilised in various WayS ;y che poets

3

thameselves, eﬂbn if they don’t read it during a performance. 167

)

. As mantioned above, the written text also hag the potential |
for fairly subatantial “re-entextuallaa§1on“._ai;gk_Mgmbg_Liging,
fof eiﬁmple, has basic information about the political conéext of
the poems, detalls of where and when the performances took place
are nou ed and the text is available in two 1anguages While there
is much information left out of the text, this is due to thé
specific detalls of its groduction and not due to any inherant
quality of printed text. So, for example, the book could have
included more photographs of the events and more dataéled
explanations of context, )

Gunner and Gwala, in an illuminating discussion of the uae
of tex: to ‘canonise’ the lzibongo and create a ‘great tradi ion!
of ‘Zulu naticnal literature’, .suggest that this process has both
obscured the popular forms of the izibonygo and co-opted the

izibongo into the achieving the aime of what 3itas called

‘authoritarian populism’. Even the ‘Mass Demonratic Movement’

/
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167. See Chapter Five for a discussion Gf this.
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collections such as Black Mambs higing and Izinsinglzi (a more

recent col Jdetion) suffer from similar problems: ‘
Thege izibongo are seen as being part of a wider performance
culture with' 'a base that g both rural and urban and ons
that is not specifically and tightly Zulu but rather crosa-
ethnic It too, though, does not make clear the links of
thesa izibongo with the wilder performing tradition of
ordinary men's and women’'s pralses. {36)

These points highlights the queation of power rafefied to

earlier. The texnts have the ability to represent and or

migrepresent, in ways that fit into different pﬁlitic;l and

aesthetic agenda, the performance ppeﬁry.' ”_

- Thers is a wide range of people, both inside and ocutside of
the immediate interpretive communiﬁy, who utilise and'give value
to the printed text. These include academics, literary critics
and organisational leadership - peopie who wield certain forme of
power and can mobllise or Qithhold resourcés.lﬁa The written text
can - ag in the case of Blggk_ﬁambﬁ_ﬁgging B winning of the
Norwegian Literature Award - prompt ;nternationai recognition,
which in turn brings both short term Financial gain and improves
proapecte for @edium term'funding df cultural organiaations. Such
fundiné has had a significant effect on the availability of the

works, for example it has resulted in audio and video recordings

being made available for publication.l®?
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168. See Chapter Filve for a discusion of the significance of
ofjicial avthorisation.

'169. This iB not necessarily of ber'afit to the individual poets.
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We can also vecall Qabula’s belief that the text is
i;\ important in recording and reproducing traditkgﬁs that he fears i -
ﬂ may otherwige be lost; and iﬁ further legitimiging and )
N popularising the éoetryf17° .
*i L¢??g | " oOne can therefore conclude that the publication and -
digtribution of worker poetry in written form haa indeed been .
signifidanta Although this significénce ia limited to specific @:

) _ )
categories of readers, mostly outside of the immediate .

interpretive community, the printed text has nevertheless been
central to the poetry’s emergence. o ﬁ;
el
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Duriﬁg ﬁhe course of mg-femearch, I was struck by the nﬁ‘;ﬁr of
people who said they had heard the peetry of Mhuli, Uaually they | -
~had heard it in on an audio cassette belonging teo themselgas o:ha ”
'friend In the late 1580s, aMbuli'was promoted far more actively _
o by various political organlsations than any her poet, Ho;ever
th*s wag more warked in the Transvaal than in Natal. It wzuld

,éépeax that hie wideaspread exposure and'poPularity haé @pch to.do
" with the formal and informal (offlcial and throuqh plratangi' |
Rdiscy toution of the audic cassette.
Audio taph has the advantages of retaininq gome of the
hperformativa/dramatlc elementa, rhythms and intonationsa; and the

gpecific timbre and ‘bersonallty of the perform&r. Cn the cther i

hand it does @otrrecord the visual dimension of, the performance.
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170. Gunner has discussed this 1haue in some dera11 Sea: M
"Orality and Literacy". : -
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Apart from the obvious spectacle of the event, with iﬁ- bannerg,
T-shirts, posters, the huge crowd and the imposing atage, the
listener aleo knows that he ig not keing addressed dixgctly. As
watching. a pre-recorded spoéts event is nmot the aamezﬁs being at
the event because the result has been already determined, the
knowledge that the event is gone impairs one’s appreciation of
the poem. ﬁ ’

The essential difference between print and audic recoriings
is that the listenex is at least given a fairly accurate
reproduction of the aouxd of the performance. The imagination
still has to be used for the listener to complete the performance
context but to a lasser extent than in the case of print.

Publishing cn audio cassette is clearly the most practical
and popular medium at present. My personal experiencﬁ of selling
books and tapea at mass rallies guggests that tapes wutaell booka
by a Ifactor of roughly Four or five (even though tapes are much
more expensive). Their higher perceived value must baz a function
of the mire effective reproduction of the event. Surprisingly,
publishing tapes is not much more expensive than prinking, and
aroduction funs can repeated mora §3bily. The technology used isg
slightly more sophisticated but print publishing is also
increasingly dépendent on hi-tech photographic, computer anq
printing equipment. As can be seen in the CWLP survay, many
people have tape'recorders.which have an added advangége-in that

gomaone can listen to them while being engaged in othak

X
-

activities -~ a distinct advantzge for someone with severely

limited leisure time. It must also be remembhered that it is’
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increasingly cheap and eaey to pirate audio cassettes, wﬁich
damaggé gales but improves expogure.
The audio caéaette ism, of'coufse,'similar to radio, which,

giveﬂgthe current political econony of broadcasting, has not been

%
R

utiliaed for the dietributioﬁ of %orker poetry. There are moves
afoot t$ change this situation and it will be interesting to
obgerve the politics (in the broader sense)} of this medium of
.reproductién. | |

As it stands there is no doubt that certain styles and
megsages have been priyileged by the producera JE andio
capgettes. Shifty Records in Joharmeabirg has used.thgir
resdurceé to record*%nd.éistribute Mbuli but have failed to do
the game for the worker izimbongi. ?he CWLP project has, on the
;W:ﬁr han@, tended to privilege izibongo—based poetry, although
it has puﬁliahed the work of some of the ycﬁth"poeta. These
‘biases would-appear to be a result of a complex of factora,
iniluding the practical question of {regional) access but also

centxally involving.the value systems of those in control of the
P .

=

process.

The televisual medium has the massive advantage of
reproducing both the visual and the aural effects of the
performance. Even here, however, the visual impact of a figure on

a amall screen cannot be seriously be compared to that of the

live figure on a massive stage. surrcunded by colourful banners.

j k =*  The member of the live audience can also loock around him/her at
the massive crowd and be ingpired by its sheer visual gize. The

televisual image ils two dimensional and the viewer cannot ese the
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gcale of the stage, nor have a sense of his/her own physical and
éymbolib location in the crowd.

The performance, in the live event, is preceded by apeeches,
aloganeafing arnd probably a lengthy bus ride that usually entéilq
getting up early in the morning, moving to a central collection “
point, singing and dancing on the bus and shouting out of the

windows at symbols of authority. The viewer ls forced to watch

what the camera operator and the editor chose to select, whereas

in the live performance the audience mgmbers can look in any
direction they chcose.

Similarly the aound reproduction leaves mudh to be desirad.
It is usually eignificantly softer and, like the vi;ual image,
comes at the viewear from only cne direction. In the live
performance the sound surrounds eone, bouncing off the sidea of
the stadium, echoing ;nd £illing one’a eardrume. The basgs sounds

often literally shake one’s inmides and the treble can hurt one’s

ears,

According to the CWLP sﬁrvey 25.4 percent of their
respendents own a golour television set and 20.1 percent own a
black and whita smet - which makes for a total of 45.5 percant . i
{(similar to attendance at the rallies). Although the survey alec

pointe to low usage of these sets (26.6 percent watch for less

than one hour per day), the potential is clearly there for

televimion to be a far more significant medium than it was at ‘the

Al

time of the survey. However{;%he.South African Braadcaétiﬁg
Corpq:afioﬁ-{SABC) has hiatLrically diseriminated against
oppositid%al culture. This may change in the near future and,

L
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like radic, television could be the one.of the most significant
media for the "publication" of worker poetry in the future. At
the time of my reseérch, however, while cultural activists had.
relatively eaay access to video caméras this did not apply to h
editing or broadeasting ecuipment. Those videos that were
recorded largely remained In the offices, catalogued and stored
on ghelves, waiting for some future date when -his source
material could be edited and broadcast.

One of the more mignificant recordinge is the Video News
Service’'s documcﬁtary video on worker culture, ngnglling _
Freedom. This illustrates the wile range of perfoimance styles .\
{(from oral to writte:) and includee footage of the ‘worker poets
talking about their craft; performing a. ase ralli#e. Intarviewﬁ
weré conducted with Hlatswayo, then National Co-ordinator ofuthe 
Cosatu Culture Unit aﬂ& Frank Méintjias, then Pub1icity Dfficer |
for Cosatu, about the broader significance of ﬂorker cuiture. It
is unlikelf'that this has been widely viewed, however, and the |
medium remains largely unexplored for its ob#iouq potential as a

means of reproducing and disseminating worker peetry.

A poinf that has often been misged is the extent to which the

worker poets of the late 1%80‘s rode to fame oﬁ%@ tidal wave, not
only of mass mobilisation, buy also of forelgn funding. It wae an
opportunity which is unlikely to be repeated for some time, In”
the 19808 the mass meetings, the bhooks, the tapes, uhf'workahcpa,
in fact practicélly all of the activities discussed in this

study, were funded by foreign 6rganisations. In the 19908
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cultural organisatione are trying to face gp to the reality of

donor fatigue and the different mode of politi=zas forced by

negotiations. . I
Whila.theae organisations wers often weak on the |

technolegical front (relative to the state and business) they

were even weaker at afféctive sales and distribution. While the

poet.s receive&:‘aaturation coverage’ at the mawe rallies, they

were unsble to publish their material widely enocugh to create a

truly national audience. Books were produced Eut they were hardly

evar diatributed effectively Tepes were produced but they did

not ever coms close to rivaling tha big bands or even the 4

: recordings of local maekanda muaiclansm The momentum of struggle

poatry wae almost entirely dictated by the pace of political
mobilisation,

Cne possible etceptlcn to this is Mbull who, through the

: successful marketing mantionad earlier, established an early

advantage over his mantemporaries {and competitorsg, though few

would have conceded thig at the time). The target market of his
works, the urban youth, were reached effectively and bought his
poetry avidly. It was therefore not surprising to discover youth
in Durban modelling himﬁelf(gn him - to the point where some of
them were frequently referred to by older poeta as "the Mzwakhe .
cloneg", | |

Popular poetry, is unlikely to ever bhe accorded the same
gaturation coverage again., Even though a changa of government
gould provide greaterxgccess to atate media (whlch coulé in turn

lead to greater commercial possibilities), the forms that the
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wase media are likely to take will probably not be as friendly to
oral poetic performances as the mass ‘rallies of the 1980s. Thus,
even though cultural workers could ctry to emulate the wulti-media
effect described above, it is unlikely thgi they Qill have the
pame impact. The reasons for this relate not only to the inherent
qualities of the mass media but aleo, and perhaps more "
importantly, to the gradual dispersal adg-fracturing of the
interpretive community which was so united in its opposition to
apartheid. Having hundreds of thousands (or even millions)
Qiewing poatry on the national television network will not be the
same as attending the rallies. ) ,
on the-othér hand, ﬁe can expect to age,.as avidanc$d in the
CWLP’ g current emphasis, culturai activity going back togitn
‘rbots’ - to the resilient popular forme that preceded organised
‘struggle cultuxe’, sﬁch ag makwaya, maskanda and o on.:

In 1589 I attended a geminar in Zimbabwe on Culture: and the

- Labour Movement., The Zimbabwe Independence Day celebrations,

attended by myself and a group of worker perfofﬁera, gave us what
could pesalmistically be considered & glimpse into the future. A

goccer stadium, usually full for soccer matches, had

Wi

approximately & 000 people watching cultural evente and listening
to speachss by President Mugabe. Compared to the audiences back
home, tc say there was a distinct lack of enthusiasm would be a
sericoug understatement. 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

Kl
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areas, is highly critical of the politiclans and has to both fund
itgelf and find its own audiences. In thie light the atﬁemﬁta by
the rulers tc keep resistance culture alive - in the name of
Zimbabwean nationallsm - seemed contcived ;nd artificially
imposed. Whether or not we see a similar retreat of what can now
1egitimataly he regardéa as mase popular rasiétance culture
depends on what 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 mignificantly distributed and received through oral
ﬁerformancea, other medias have played a significant role. None of
the poets have any real power over the technology of reproduction
- it is negotiated by the ediﬁors and preoducers - who package
their works in particular ways. While the guestione asbout the
significance of including audience response and discuaﬁion of
context were discussed with some of the poets, these declslons
were ultimately made by the producers. Few of the poetg have the
Bkiﬁls or the resources to vackage and wmarket themselves. Neither
are the different postg in equal pogitions of power - this too “
depends a number of factors. It is igcre&sed by their level of
literacy. Ntanzi ig powerful on théhstage but has to rely on

translators and editors to publish his work. Unable to speak

English, he cannot even check the translations of his work.

4 Even in performance, when the poets do exercise control over

‘what they 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
publighed collactions were edited by worker poets themselves -
although Hlatsewayo did help collact the material for Ear to the
Ground and the ggaﬁf:iggx.Worker culture edition,?7% and CWLP
publications were of course produced in congultation with Malange
and Qabula (as they work for CWLP). Apart froquhe trade union
newspapers (which are themselves produced by the "officlal”
strata within the labour mo%ement) all the printed collections of
worker poetry were published by Cogaw or CWLP, the tapes by CWLP,
the video recordings were msde by Video News Services, CKLF and
Au&io Visual Alternatives.

Therefq;é wvhile the poets may be regarded by Ngoasheng as
“organic ihtellectuals®, the bkooks, tapes and videos and even to

an exteng the performances are highly processed and not 8o simply

'"organic' {("We organize and educate“)f Similarly Sitas argues

that in the mase events "the relationship is not oﬂ; of
spontaneocus pelf-communication in black communities; it is,
rather embedded in power relationa® ("Voice and gesturen). The
published texts, cagsettes and video tapes cannot therefore be
taken as unproblematic expressiona of rpopular sentimantr®.

The "poetic license” that worker poatn exercise iy aleo

therefore a highly mediated one. It is only in the broadest sense

171. Ear to the Ground: Contemporary Worker Foets (Johannesburg:
Cosaw. 199.}); F. Meintjles and M. Hlatswayo, eds., .
Stafi.ider 8.3&4 (1989).
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that one can argue, as I hgve; that the audience and the pbets
are willing agents in the consolidation and expansion of t;air
interpretive community.

On the other hand, .o-one can control the interpretation of
the poetry. It ié received and g;al;y;ngggnigngd by membera of
the audienée. Their ‘votea' are not registered (nor can they be)
and this study cannot claim to have exhaustively mapped out the
precise terrains of ildeological reeponse. All I have done is to
fegiatar tha fact of the conteats and attempted to explozrs the
ways in which it tzlkes place.

The ways i} which worker poetry is used an intallectual
resource are therefore highly complex and sigmificantly mediatéd
by a rané‘a of forces. The meanings communicated in and through
the poetry are gignificantly affected by the media thrcugﬁ which
it reaches ita.audience. _

Degpite this,lworkgr poetry has not been subjected to highly
authoritarian methods of control. The powar wielded bf)
intellectuale 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 previouslf been argued,
they have enjoyed significant levels of support from their
organipacions and mervice organisations such as CWLP. In the
future, however, thisg support may well dwindle as these i

organisations see their priorities changing.'For exanple, the

recent stress of negotiations has definitaly lead to a scaling

down of the mass rallies which have been so significgnt in
) ! i
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CONCLUSION : . . o

-When worker poetry was recorded and reduced to paper and various

forms of magnetic tape, it was changed from a performance taking
plagé within a specific (and wmore Qﬁsible) context into a
tdecontextualised” form. Decontextualisation embodies the
exerclse of power, ae does the coﬁsequent procese of
recontéxtualination. A number of readers of these texts were
incapable of imaginatively "completing® these recordings. Instead
they applied a range of interpretive strategies énd conventions”
to the poetrﬁ‘that led them to conclude that these texts could
not be regarded as poetry. On the other hand, a number of criticéﬁu
have attempted, through their critical work, to "recontextualise"
the texts in ways that ﬁrovidad insights in to the social and
aesthetic contexts of the works.

In attempting to extend the reach of the latter category of
critic;l readings, my research entailed exploring bevond the
recoxded text., My intention:was to develop an understanding of
the contexts in which the poetry was performed and the different
responses which met the performahées. I have tried to organige my
ingights into a particvlar conceptual framework which I believe
kelps to understand the complex ways in which worker poetry has
both emerged from and entered intc the lives of its pefformers
and its audience. There are alsc, of courase, many weaknesses and

gaps in my ufiderstanding of the contexts and processes I have
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’*~eséénti3§zr lay in its performance., And that, abovis all; the

;Etempte& to describe. My own biases have obviq;aly coloured the
way in which I have diascussed the poetry, as no-one is able to
escape what Bauman and Brigge have called "falase objectivity"
{68} . I have thus entered inéb the highly gdntested tarrg}h of !
interpretation.

Lookiﬁg at poetry from an audlence perapective ig, at one
level, an imposeible act of i “apretive suicide. In theory it
entaila suapendlng one’s own inte?Lrat*ve strategies for long:.
enough to see the poetry ag it is seen by the audlences for whom
it was primarlly intended. In practice this often ends up aimplv x\

a \ P

modifylng onae’s own perspectlve and necessitating the dprelopﬁwﬁ// S

_ 1
of a new get of interpretive conventions. o CAL
i ‘ o

Perhapa the most fundamental change in my understanding of
worker poetry was my recognition that the art of this poetry
audience

18 looking for an artistic performance. I have

therefore become increaaihgly aware of the consequences of seeing

worker poetry as more than . a set of prlnfed texta. I no longer
see worker poetry as ﬂthe base of a strox g poetlc and litarary
movement”. I now see it ag a powerfﬁl movement that has ga;ned
much of its poeﬁic force from two major sources, The first was

i
- _ V) .
the fact that,it was rooted in poetic conventions organic te its

predominantly hﬁrican audience. Equally important was the waﬁs in

Whlwh the poetry ﬁ%s artlculated degires and concerns whxch are

close to the hearts o¢f this audience.

At the time of writing this conclusion, efforts to create

peace in Natal were, to use a tr@bically well worn phrase,
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balanced on a knifé-a@gn.'Altﬁouéhfnegotiationa and peace-talks
appeared to'ﬂive aucceeded in léowering the death fc*li g@oradic'
maasao;es Btlll contlnued ter punctuate the dialogue. In one

particularly,a* f:cant peace agreement, Inkatha and ANC leaders

in Bitheni@ d,. wde Port Shepetone dipped their hande - "lockmd 1

in a £irm hhndshake“'— into a bucket £illed with water and gaat’

-~ blood. 172 The ritual was overseen by a local Bangoma, Mpiyaka

£

Nxasane, who encouraged ANC and Inkatha ﬁuppqrtgrs to rép@ac the
ritual. Not all did. About.a week later ten ANC aupporting

refugees, who had returned home following the peace accord,, wrre ¢

cut down by AR47 fire aa‘they lay in theix beds.

Tha peace ritual relied on the common Zulu idantitiasyﬁf the
warring parties. The (hopefully temporary) failure of the ritual

and the agxeemenﬁ to achieve pdace showsa that those identities,
as T have argued coexist with other powerful and conflicting
identities. Most often such rituals have been utilised to
authoripe war and encourage individuals to perform horrific acta |
of viclence on their neighboura. |

In recent ysars the;izibbngo hag also been utilised as a
means of authorising and extending the political contests. Worker
poets, in drawing on the poetic conventions of the izibongo, have

used this powerful intellectual resource in a way that has played'

172. F. Chothia, "Where Ylaughter Means an End to the Killings,"
The Weekly Meil, 2 April 1993, 10.

1I"",'.
A\
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poets were taking the political contest intg their own hands and
aciing as agents in the ongolng conflict. Worker poetry has
indeed been, as Qabula puts it, one of many weapons. Qthsr poels
have drawn on different poetic conventions with which ﬁhey have -
become famillar and used these to speak to péoplé who sea the use
of the izibongo, in Hlatswéyo’é inte:pretation of thelr
sentiment, as turning the clock back;

Their use of thase ‘wsapons’ haa not, howeverT besn Eynical
or malicious. The poets I spoke to sincereiy belleved that the
labour movement and the ANC represented their interests and that
the organlsations’ victories would lead to peace and.improvad
conditions of iife. The1r poetry haa therefore been deeply
embedded in and congtltutive of the different interpretive |
communities which nave emerged within and around the competing%
political parties, Ngzther has worker pcetry Shnsisted of simple
political rhetoric and sloganeering. That there are slogans at
the borders of their perﬁormancesﬁis not in question, nor is the
fact that gome of the poets have performed poetry which barely

raises itself above the level of rhetoric. The majority of the

worker poets, ;hough, see themgelves ag artists. They take graat

~care in composing their poetry and ars, as discusged above,

conacious of the demanda of their craft. The;r avdiences do not

- participate in poétic performarces in thn same way that Lhey do
in songa, dances or speeches. They recognisge the qpetry 18 poefzy\

- and judge it according to the conventions which they have learned

mark poetry as aométhing différent to othar forms of

communicat.on, They do appreclate thoae paema'which articulate
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ideas and experiences which they can identify but this 1s not the & e
same as enjoying bad poetry simply because 1t saye the right'

things.

i ~ These aundiences see themselves as part of a political

movement aimed aﬁvimproving thei: way of life. Some may be mcre
enthuslastic than others about the ldeas, values and politlcal
gtrategies that the leadership espouses. There are, I have tried.

to reflect, significant differences and tensiona 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 invoked categorieas of raca, class, gender &nd athnicity but

also to the spacificitiea'bf political conflicts and numerocus
{

atherffactors which I have touched on !such as place of
-reaiqénca, exposure to various cultural forms, religlous \

’aff;iiaticn and so on). Those that attended the rallies were,

’ hoﬁ;ver, on the whole united by their common (if tentative”and

fi teﬁporary} allééiance to these organisations. : ' 4

[ i have argued that the audience has playved a aignificanta 3
mﬁrt, not only in the emergence and recognition of workex poetry
but alego in shaping the specific forms the poems have taken.
Bowever, 1 have algo asserted that neither the poeté norléhgir

" audlences acted iu isolation. They were, in turn, profoundly
influenced by peolitical and social developmente., It ig therefore

temnting to argue that there is, in thé“definition of the

emerging genre of worker poetry, a ‘symbistic ralationahip?
between the poetsg, their audiencea and the official stratum of

the movements within which they function.
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The idea of a ‘mymbiotlc relationship’ is, 6f_couraa,
problematic insofar as it masks the exercise of various forms of
power. And the exercise ot power by intallectuals hal long been
an important subject of academlc discussion. I have attempted to-
map out some of the ways in which power has béan exercised by the
various paftina, B8 wnli ag the limite and_axtaﬁt of that power.

At one,lével, ﬁhe poets have been influenced by the ideas
Q@ich have reached them via their involvement in the unions and

political organlsatione. But I never éaw, or heard of, the

leadership of these organisations ﬁétua}ly instructing the posts

what to say or how t; gay it. The poete are ‘products’ in that
they draw on A range of ildeasz and forms which they have
experienced in many different contexts but they axe agents in
that the wayq}in which they selectively draw uponhand organise
this ‘raw material’ ie their own work. Worker poems are not

S

‘workehopped’ in the same ways that worker plays are. Although

the poeta do rehearse in each others’ company, the individual

poeme are already composed and gra nct significantly modified as

a result of feedback. Their poetic works have been multi-vocal in

‘nature, reflecting the diversity of their origins, the complexity

of their identities and thé\internal heterogeneity of the
interpretive community. _ .
Furthermore, the leadership of political crganisation; often
have extremely limited authority over populer ideas. They can and
do chapnel discourse in ways that suite their own agehda but they
cannot determine the precige waya in which pecple appropriate and

modify those ideas. That workei poetry is an eclectic mix of
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different ideas and cultural influences is ample evidence of

- this. ": ' -
| The way in which the power of unlon and political leadership

hae been mostly significantly exerciaed is in defining the epaces

caltural urganiaﬁtioné - guch as Cosaw and CWLP - have played a
" gentral role in organijing the utiligation of these spaces. The
latter have also actively sought to create new spacas - botn for
oral performance and for the distribution of the postry in print
and on video- aﬁd audio-casgattes. Publishing iﬂ any form is a
tapital- and tachnolagy-intensive uctivity, which has caused &
diammpowering reliance on organisational (both political and
cultural} 1eadg:ahip. One of the moat aignificant changes that

hae been taking place since I conducted my research has been in

the shape and fregquency of these spaces. Funding is drying up and

mass rallies have, as I have already mentioned, are becoming both
less frquent and lees significant in influencing ﬁﬁe directions
taken by the political leadership. o

Outside of theclive performance, without an active auvdience,
the poetry is crippled. As I experiencéd in my intarvi@ﬁs, no
:ecording end publiahlng technology is able to reﬁ%@duae the
dynamic relationship between poet and audience that tan-ive
performance camn. Telemialon allows us to see dr=gss, geatﬁye and
to hear tone of voice but we, the viewers, are still larg;ly
inqul;ted from other people. Theatres do provide the, opportunity

for interaction between audience and performer but in é'wore

formal ambience than a huge open-air meeting. OFf couraef

s
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will control state resources allocated to culture.

indigenous oral forms have rgtained their energy « i vitality
through centurieg’of colonialism and through the pont-cgﬁonia1”
decades. They will remain important at the level of pesople‘s

éve:yday lives, particularly in rurai settinge. It ig, however,

highly romantic toc believe that orsl forms will rema** -naffected

by, for example, mass literacy campaigne and the dominance of

technologiéa which, whatever else their strengths, nacéasarily

“imply a degree of alienation of performer frow audience. The new

v

cultural gatekeepers, schooled in ﬁrban areas and wesied on mass

media, nay not appreciate the rich cultural pool that constitutes

indigenocus oral forms. Many still see literacy as a panacea and,
convergely, ‘ill.teracy’ as a dipease that muat be “stamped\but“.
Tﬁ; actual and anticipated dimiﬁishing of pqrfé§manca spaces
situated in the political organisations has led many of the key '
flgures in worker culture-tobdedicate‘;h:reaaed energy to
contesting the official bastions of cultuxe. The performing arts
councils and thelgABc - whiﬂh recaivefsignificant sumg of .itate
funding -~ are under incre;sing presoure to reconstitute
Ehemselves 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 political organisgations. The

previously intimate relationship between the latter and the
performers is showing rigne of extreme stress as differant«
cultural organisations and institutione compete to establish who
The unity that was created by being p&rt of an oppdéitioh

movement is bound to disintegrate as the players move to become

Lkl
=
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ﬁ .
part of the new government. Many of thefpoetﬁ who emerged duringf
the pericd leading up to and during my research have now ieft the
factory floor and arﬁ yerking in culture and media iratitutions._
Sone are heading into posi“ions as part of the new cultural
bureaucracy while otherg Jless well equipped with litexracy and
English language skills are sinking back inro theléﬁworking
. lives. What@gr tha_foxmer, the namcent officials, wlll open up
“ further oppoftunities fc; the latter remains to be aeen.
| Worker poetry was a procegs rhas-saw the poets (and their

poems) riding the crest of a wave that will in time subside and

change ita form. The intarpretive community that. propelled them

ento stagra has ahifh?d and chanaad as waves do when they maet

other waves or embracte new obsatacles. Thegcontours of the
interpfep;vé communityrare rapidly being redefined and, although
;:‘t préagnt it appears that there iéha gignificantllevei of chacs,
a new wave form will emerge to propéi new cultufal forms into
pzominence While it is impossible to speculate what these new,
form% wlill look like, we can be fairly certain that ghey will be
matat ns of the oldt ag wag worker poetry 3

| Thg old "frozen momente* (as Sitas once -calied recordings of
performa cea}) will fade in praminence ag editors, publiahera
tbl&V:ﬂlOﬂ producers and academic researchers scramble to freseze
“'and thus cdmmaditise the new. Some of tlhemse "gatekeepers" will
inevitably compare the new with what has gone before. Hopefully
they will be aided by efforts guch az this study in geeing the

past more clearly.




APPENDIX A

I would like to apologise to Mr Lionel Abrahams and Mr Farouk
Asvat for having the audaclfj wrp think that I could be a poet of
their quality and standing. I'obvicusly do not make the grade. I
would serve my c¢lass and ¢umiunity batter I suppose by being what
I really ought to be: a forilift driver in a rubber factory at
which after ten years experiance I am sure I can rank with tie 3
best, earning a decent wage.

And I agree with Abrahame that our lives like our poetry are
simple and filled with minor achievements and the memories of
"y¢ -baaa" shoe-shine boys, cane-cutters, walterﬂ and miners who
leave behind them few traces but debts.

nd I also worry that I needed help to understand their letters,

14 to tray and understand why so much contempt was being
siowered on us. And why racist aslurs on the izimbongo tradition
ware aired, I etill don’t understand. What I could read behind
your cr1tic1am of Cronin was a total contempt for what we do, we
believe in and atrive to achieve.

I know I am a simple man with little education, but I do have a
history and my people have a history that spans many years and it
ig a history I have rarely seen in liny of your learned books.
haps we come from different worlds: I wad there to hear the
rvieg of my grandfather who was a transport-rider who refused
bow down to wage-labour, He was wiped ocut by the railways, I
was there to hear of stories from my father about the miners’
strikes of 1946. I saw him dying Bpﬁtting blood over one Xmas, I
gaw moat of my uncles die of lung dlseaag I was there to witneas
our rebellion in Pondolana against the genocidal trusts, and ate
roots and crickets in the forests singiag Congress songse. And
later I.boarded the train to migrancy on the mines at
Carletonville to eat sour porridge and later to Ethekwindi to
harvest sugar cane and to wiszk at rubber. I 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 upstairg. And the
toll in bodies is jucreasig and people keep on asking me to stand
up and oxate, and 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 falgify my plight: I pra=se no chiefs, I only
praise rough hands that hold the plough, in rough worde and with ST
a heavy tongue, ’

But one thing you'must both grant me: the fundamental right to

commuriicate 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 oppression, and that I can demand in whatever
form, as & wmigrant, the right to share a life with my beloved”
without her or me having to earn it by working for the kitchens
of a Mr Abrahams or a Mr Asvat. To also say this without needing
o certificates of poetry from anyone. We have not arrived here to
i collect cruwrba from any tables. Grant us that, and I will be
content with my woxrld. \\
Y

Alfred Temba Qabula |
Worker's Cultursal Local -
COSATU, Durban ' : AN\
3
T
o
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Index of Natal Postry

Abpreviavionse: :
BMRE Sitas, A., ed. Black Mamba Risipg, English editionm.
"Durban: CWLP, 1989,

BMRZ Sitas, A., ed. Black Mamba Rigipg, Zulu edition-
’ Durban: TWLEP, 19839.
ETTG Ean_nn_nthlmmumLmﬂgnasmng_a_z_ﬂgrkg:_zggnn.

Johannesbury: Cosaw, 1931. ) -
Izineipnalzi lzipelngizd: Loud Heller Livee. Durban: CWLP, 1985.

»C Pergonal collection.

SALB
gtaff Staffrider 8.3/4 (1989).
R ¥rxlifers Notebook.

Note: The referenne numbers at the end of items recorded on
audio-cassetta rzfer to the tapes in my own collection.

Recordings are referred to by the names of the eventes at which
they were recorded. the date on which these events took place,
the venue at which they took place and the name/s of the
person/pecple who recorded the material. The master-recordings of
all tapes referred to are housed at the CWLP, Sociology
Department, University of Natal, Durban, See Appendix C for the
Table of Contents of the selected audio-cassette and video-
casaette recordings included with this theais.

The poema listed include all poems referred to in this study and
theose recorded and/or published in the journals in which worker
poetry normally appears. I have not attempted to differentiate
between worker poetry and other categorles of poetry.

aAnQuynoua
1. "The Quiet Storm." KNB 1.1 {Sept. 1989): 31.
2. "Recessigns of the Africans.” HWNB 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 32,

3. "Pacing a storming paril.” WNB 1.3/4 (May 1990): 79,
4, "Human Portiong." WNB 1.3/4 (May 19890): 79.

Cele, Bongapnl
5. "He wag a child of the soil." WMB 1.3/4 (May 1990): 71,
6. "Women of Africa." WNB 1.3/4 (May 1990): 71.

7. Untitled. video-cassette., Rec: Rally to welcome released
political prisoners (Sisulu et al), n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Socuer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP.
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8. "Isikhiye." Video-cassette. Rec: Rally to welcome released =
pelitical prisoners (Sisulu et al). n.d. First National Bank
- 8tadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP.

Gumbi. Nophianhla
9. "This time next week." WNB 1.32/4 (May 1990): 71.

Gwala. Moadli
10. "A sad and angry poet ~ thinking aloud.™ ¥WNE 1.3/4 (May
1930} 72. o

r

Hlatewavo, Mi 8

11. "Yavuka yagogana Imamba Emnyama Kwalala Uyaca." BMRZ 23.

12. "The Black Mamba Rises." BMRE 25.

13, "Ipililo Sabasebenzl.¥ BMRZ 36.

14. "Workers' Lamentation for aAncieunt Africa." RBMRE 29.

15. "Thina Basebenzl Singabakhathazekile." BMRZ 39.

1€. "We Workersm Are & Worried Lot." BMRE 32.

17. "Mphephetwa Khula." BMRZ 44.

18. "Sprout Further Jabulani Gwala." BMRE 35.

19. "Shwele Samson Cele." BMRZ 42.

20. "Tribute to Samson Cele.® BMRE 37.

21, "Kmdunge Owaba Sezimpini Zombangs." BMRZ 46.

22, "Tribute to Mdunge." BMRE 40.

23. "To you conrades P Sibiya, S Ngubane, F Mnlkathl, A
Nkibande." SALB 12.2 {(Jan. 1987): 2,

24. "Ngungundlowvu A Salutation." SALB 13.2 (Feb. 198B}: 44,

25. "The Workers’ Trall." gtaff 106.

26. "Learning to Speak, Learning to Write, Learning to Float "

i WHE 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 29.

o 27. "Waiting for OQurselves.® WNBE 1.5 (Jan. 19%1): 4.

iz 28. "Isihlibku.” HNB 1.5 (Jan. 1991}: 4,

i 284 "Solomon Mahlangu." WNR 1.5 (Jan. 19%1): 5,

B _ 30. "Mgebenzi Khuluma," WNB 1.5 {(Jan. 1991): 6.

L 31. "Senganele.™ WNB 1.5 (Jan. 1991}: 6.

32. "Phangisa Msebenzi." ETTG 39.

33, "Ukufa." ETIG 40.

34, “Isihlibhu.“zszmg 31,

Hlatgwavo, Mi 87du Bifred Temba: Qubu :

35. "The Tears of a Creator. SALB 11.3 (Jan. 1986) : 61,
36. "Izinyembezi Zomsebenzi.* gﬂgﬁ 16,
37. "The Tears of a Creator.” G4,

’ : Qabula: Sipho Ndlovu
38. Untitled medley. Video-casesette. Rec., n.d. CWLP.

Kromberg. Steve | |

39, "An instant before the 'egg hit the ground.® WNB 1.2 (Jan.
1990) : 49.

40. “The Young Lions." Video-cassette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 26
Teb, 1990. King’s Park Stadium. CWLP.
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" 50. "Today." BMEE 56.

41. "Fanyana." WNB 1.1 (Sept. 1989): 10, also. ETIG 62.
42. "Ukufika eThekwini.®" WNB 1.1 (Sept. 1989}: 10,

Malange, Nige

43, "Mina Engingasebensi." BMRZ 57 N

44, "I, the Unemployed." EMBE 51, e o
45, "Umhla Wokuqala KuMay 1985." ZMRZ 59. ; - o
46. "Firagd of May." BMRE 53. '

47, "Lenkondlo Ingumnikelo Kumfowethu uRadltSela. 60.

48. "Poem Dedicated to Brother Andries Raditsela.® 55,

43. "Namuhla." DMRZ 64.

51, "A Time of Madness." Izipeingizi 14.
52. "Nightshift Mother." Izinginglzi 18.
53. "Long Live Women." Izineinaizi 20. , .
54, "Iaglmo Eslbucayi." Izinsingl=zi 22. -

55. "Igimo Esibucayi." Translation. lngizi 24.
56. "So Now The Leaders." WNE 1.2 (Jan. 1990): 37.

s‘ﬂ .] " zl}l ;l
57. Untitled mediey. Audio-cassette. Rec. A.N.C., 48th Conference

o Rally. 7 July 1881. King's Park Stadium, Durban. Jurgen
Brauninger. 1.1.8

Maun, Chris
58. Untitled. Video-caspette. Rec. Mandela Rally. 28 Feb. 19890.
King’s Park Stadium. CWLP.

Mﬁﬂm._ﬂgahagh _

59, Untitled. Video-cassetfe. Rec: Rally to welcome relsased
political prisoners ({Sisulu et al}. n.d. First National Bank
Stadium (Soccer City), Johannesburg. S. Kromberg, CWLP,

Mattera. Don '
60. "This Land." Video-casseihte. Rec. Workers' Library Launch. o

n.d. CWLP
61, Various, szﬂhh.&_ﬁb.ul;.‘_‘f‘ll&_&gm_s_zgg;_ Prod. Video News

Service, n.d. )
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