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Abstract 

The research reflects on an ongoing conversation between me and my father on isithakazelo, growing 

up in Meadowlands and how our understanding of these cultural contingencies should be negotiated 

as part of my self-writing.  

The conversations begin with a moment when my father gave me a piece of paper with isithakazelo 

written on it. The purpose of this was to introduce me to a family lineage which pays homage to my 

ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊȅ ŀǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ In so doing, isithakazelo 

becomes a proposition or a mould from which my identity should be cast and understood. As a person 

ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻf the family, and has lived most of my life in a township that 

ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

presented an outlook which resulted in me being oppositional to some of his views.  

In an attempt to get a better sense of both our perspectives on identity, the research places itself at 

the center of the conversation; as a mediator trying to resolve conflicting views to the question: upon 

which narratives from our family history should we cast our identity?  

As a way of facilitating interaction between our views, the research adopts DƻƎΩ ¢ƘŀƴŘŀƘ aŀǘƘƻƴǎƛΩǎ 

description of ΨǳƪǳǇƘŀƘƭŀΩ as part of the evaluative process. This idea is further carried into the 

practical component of the research where it is used as a concept in creating my body of artwork.   
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Ere Ke Ho Behe Stasie  (by way of introduction) 

 

In Conversation, 2019. 
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Mina ndzi nwana wa Khensani wa Alpheus wa Nyanisi wa Semende wa Mjeli wa Mandlogwani 

wa kufka Nhena kufumbiwa yinwana ntokulu wa Mbhalamajeje. Switukulonhuva swa 

Machangana! 

 

A few years ago, my father handed my brother and I a piece of paper with these words written on it. 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛȊŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ isithakazelo 

and begin the process of changing my surname from Moche to Mahlaela. Despite his efforts to 

ŀŎǉǳŀƛƴǘ ƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀ ƭŀǎǘ ƴŀƳŜΣ L ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 

asked the following questions: What is in a name? And iŦ ΨƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ŘƻŜǎ 

this mean that my identity is a given; to be born into it, to accept it and to eventually become it, from 

the cradle to the grave? Considering my lived experiences in Meadowlands and other socio-cultural 

sŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ L ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ 

I am and who I may become.  

Tsonga names and especially those preserved in the praise of isithakazelo bestow identity which is 

historical and cultural in their meaning. History is elucidated by the manner in which it unpacks an 

ancestral linage and pays homage to my forbearers, and their cultural significance is exemplified by 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ of the Mbalamajeje 

clan within the Tsonga indigenous group. In asserting isithakazelo, the past is not only made visible 

but is also rendered alive as it is woven into the present in an attempt to re-name and acculturate me 

with pride of who I am, the meaning of my existence, my value systems and my culture. Isithakazelo 

not only acculturates me as Mahlaela, it also shifts my perspectives from the socio-cultural, religious 

and political contexts that have informed my identity and identification thus far. To state it differently, 

isithakazelo abstracts me from the contexts in which meaningful accounts of my emotional experience 

ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǎ ¢ǎƘƻƭƻŦŜƭƻ aƻŎƘŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

ideological accounts of how identity politics are understood and played out. In this sense, isithakazelo 

can be argued as a kind of stimulus response which, in varying ways, and depending on where one 

finds himself, forms a rhetoric signifying that my sense of self is informed by processes that are both 

outside of my consciousness and within the scripting of generations inside of it. In this way, the person 

I am exists in relation to both my ancestors as well as the contexts in which their identities were 

fashioned or claimed.  
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Initially I was hesiǘŀƴǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ L ǿŀǎ ƘŜǎƛǘŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŦŜƭǘ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

identity politics to be similar with what Philosopher and Cultural Analyst, Jay Ciaffia describes as 

ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǾƛǾŀƭƛǎƳΩ όнллуΣ ǇΦ мнмύΦ ²Ƙŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ Ŏommunities that prefer a patriarchal 

view on identity such as ooMbalamajeje, identity is derived from shared characteristics and belief 

systems such as race, ethnicity, gender and even religious sensibilities. However, my lived experiences 

in Meadowlands and similar communities gave me a more blended outlook on identity politics. 

Instead, L ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊ DƭŜƴ ²ŀǊŘΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ 

ΨaƻŘŜǊƴ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ informed by socio-

cultural, religious and political allegiances that are outside of a shared race, ethnicity or gender group 

όнллмΣ ǇΦ ммфύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘΤ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ 

they represented one aspect of a broad and unfolding narrative on how one negotiates value in his 

own terms. I also felt the nature of our conversation to resemble that moment when a father passes 

Řƻǿƴ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭƛƴŜŀƎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ !ƴŘ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ of the 

family, I felt his understanding overlooked the active role that her family played in raising us. I believe 

that if names are to form a significant part in bestowing an identity which is historical, cultural and 

aspirational in their meaning, then one has to acknowledge the names and naming process underwent 

ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ  

For instance, my name was given to me by my grandmother following a dream she had months before 

my mother gave birth to me. I have always had a back and forth relationship with the name because 

it is mostly synonymous with a girl child. This was not made easy by the fact that there were two girls 

from our street who were also named Tsholofelo. With time my curiosity in learning more on how the 

name came about opened me to another world. My grandmother was, as I assume elderly people in 

other families to be when relaying personal or sensitive information about themselves to their 

grandchildren, reluctant in admitting that she had a gift of communicating and receiving messages 

from our ancestors. Tsholofelo was the name that my ancestors bestowed upon her with the hope 

that she will, with time, carry forward the family lineage of divination and healing. As the name 

implies, Tsholofelo meant that she became their hope in restoring and reviving a legacy that could 

wither with the passing of time. Tsholofelo was our ancestral calling to her, and I suspect that in 

naming me Tsholofelo, some of her divination and healing obligations were, in a peculiar way, passed 

down to me as her grandson. In this way, the name denotes a process of identifying me as both an 

individual and a person tied to the spiritual commune of my ancestry.  

 

Yet these are not the only conduits through which my sense of self is formed. I believe that learning 

institutions, communities I lived in, places of religious devotion, political affiliations or dreams shared 
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among friends and loved ones were also important in shaping the person that I am and becoming. In 

other words, the person that I am is manifesting in a way which Alice Walker once described as the 

active discovery of what is vital and real in this world (1997, p. 4).  

 

These conflicting views are what brings me to Conversations with My Father: On Isithakazelo, 

Meadowlands and Acts of Self-Writings. This project places the reader at the center of a conversation 

between two people from separate generations.  What comes out of the conversations elicits the 

ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƙƻǿ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ out in the 

microcosm of the house-hold. Furthermore, this project also speaks to the broader conversation of 

what is at stake when young black South Africans consume and appropriate dominant cultures as part 

of their self-conception. Regarding the former, L ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ 

on the role of other male figures (both past and present) who were expected to, and have heeded 

their call to manhood by preserving and continuing the family linage of obaMahlaela. To heed this call, 

by this I mean to cast my identity in the moulds of isithakazelo, is to continue this family tradition. To 

cast my identity around the nuances and transferences of culture as experienced in the streets of 

Meadowlands, is to run the risk of skimming the surface: of producing an identity that is without roots 

or a noticeable ancestry. 

 

After the initial conversation had passed, and when speaking with my father about isithakazelo in a 

different context, I became more open to his point of view. My fatheǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ōŜƎƛƴǎ 

with a desire to reconnect us with, and for us to understand, our relationship with the past. Central to 

his point of view is that isithakazelo is more than just an ancestral calling. My presence in the world is 

a result of a distinct past, and if I am to arrive at a sincere observation about who I am and become in 

a post-apartheid South Africa, then it should be conceived in conversation with this past.  

My father argues that the socio-cultural, spiritual and political allegiances to which I owe my identity 

should be viewed sincerely. That is, if I were to ask myself whose history and experiences are 

embedded in the character of Meadowlands as I know of it today, I may have to come to terms with 

the realization that this was part of apartheids endeavor to characterize and evaluate what it meant 

to be black and living in South Africa. As such, Meadowlands and its subsequent cultural expressions 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊƛŜǎΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ black people came 

ǘƻ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ƘƛƳΣ Ƴȅ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜƭŦ-

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ L ǇƻǎƛǘΦ LŦ L ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŘƛƎ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ-value of 

Meadowlands as I speak of it, I may leave feeling heavy-hearted upon realizing that my act of self-

writing is yet another cast from the same mould. By this he means that my self-writing resembles a 
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contingency plan that pages itself from one generation to another; it is my story as well as his, and if I 

ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜƴΩΣ L Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƘǳƳōƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ƴȅ 

ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎΣ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

township was not a recent creation. It had been around not long after the settlers arrived at the tip of 

the continent and endeavored to turn the country into a colony. I assumed this to mean that 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƘŜǘǘƻΩ ōŜƎŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΣ ƻƴ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ 

would shape the present and over whose values and doctrines would drive us towards this foreseeable 

ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻƻƪ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

in Meadowlands were neither exclusive to the area nor the time. And if I am to posit an identity that 

is reflective but not critical of the circumstances which produced it, I run the risk of proverbially turning 

a page in a familiar yet ongoing narrative on colonialism and its aftermaths.  

aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜ ǘƻ Ŝxamine the circumstances in which lives are understood brought to mind the 

writings of social commentators and activists like Alice Walker (1997), Chabani Manganyi (1973), Steve 

Biko (2017), Ama Mazama (2001), Jay Ciaffa (2008), Eric Miyeni (2014), Eusebius Mckaizer (2015) and 

James Baldwin (1984, 1963) amongst others. Their work has been instrumental in my thinking through 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜΣ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅ Stranger 

In The Village, Baldwin paiƴǘǎ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŜŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƻǿƴ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ 

ŀǎ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ Ƴŀƴ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǳƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

(1984, pp. 159-175). .ŀƭŘǿƛƴΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ рл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ perception of him 

ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄƻǘƛŎ ǿƘƻ ΨƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŀǾŜŘΩ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴƻƴ-racial and 

ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǇǳƴŎǘǳŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ Ƙŀǳƴǘ ǳǎΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ΨWhen Will 

Anton Harber Dissect White SuōǳǊōƛŀΩΚ (2014) newspaper columnist, Eric Miyeni argues how he could 

ƴƻǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ WŀŎƻō 5ƭŀƳƛƴƛΩǎ ΨbŀǘƛǾŜ bƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΩ όнллфύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƛƴŎƭƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ 

to romanticize the experience of growing up in the townships during Apartheid South Africa (2014, 

pp. 81-унύΦ CƻǊ aƛȅŜƴƛΣ 5ƭŀƳƛƴƛΩǎ ƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƻƭΩ YŀǘƭŜƘƻƴƎΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

restrained observation that if given the opportunity, he, together with those who lived in Katlehong 

and similar townships throughout South Africa, would not consider living there again. Miyeni further 

elaborates his position when writing:   

Of course, human beings can have fun under stress. I guarantee you that there are Jews with lovely 

stories from their dark days. Even while enduring unimaginably traumatic events, humans will find 

reasons to laugh, other humans to love, dreams to pursue, no matter how impossible, and triumphs to 

celebrate. This is how humans are. To think that we are somehow unique because we did this under 

apartheid is farcical. ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘǎ Ǉŀǎǘ 

ǘǊŀƴǎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǿƘƛǘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳƛǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ Lǘ 
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reinforces the thinking among young blacks that apartheid was not bad ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ǎƻ ǿƘȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ 

(Ibid, p. 81)  

A similar sentiment, although with a different provocation, was shared by journalist, author and radio 

Ƙƻǎǘ 9ǳǎŜōƛǳǎ aŎƪŀƛȊŜǊ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ Ψ.ƛƪƻ [ƛŜŘΩ όнлмрΣ ǇǇΦ му-34). For McKaizer, the extent and effects 

of white privilege have moved beyond the discomfort of public critique and filtered into the private 

space of black writers and artists. McKaizer argues, and this resonates with the intentions of this paper 

when writing:  

Black writers who have any self-awareness about the world in which they live and work cannot just let 

go of the race question. Because race continues to haunt us. And while it would be wonderful to write 

about a greater range of subjects ς and, to be sure, many black writers can and do ς there will never be 

ŀƴȅ ǎƘƻǊǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ Χ ƻǳǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ώŀǊŜϐ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿŜ 

live in, coupled with unique biographical facts about each writer (Ibid, p. 18). 

 

Part 1  

This research project is two-fold. It is partly auto-ethnographic, yet also reflects on my practice as an 

ŀǊǘƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŀǊǘΣ Ψ[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ .ŀŎƪ ŀǘ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎΩΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛǾŜŘ 

experiences of growing up in Meadowlands and its surrounding communities. Here I speak of 

MeadoǿƭŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ aŀǊȅ [ƻǳƛǎŜ tǊŀǘǘΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ȊƻƴŜΩΥ άŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of 

dominance or subordination ς like colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across 

ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻōŜ ǘƻŘŀȅέ όмффнΣ ǇΦ пύΦ L ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƳƻǳƭŘ that produces a dialectic 

between the self and other; one which suggests acts of self-writing to be, in part, a human 

consciousness that invents, but is not solely responsible for the existence of being. 

This part concludes with a sub-ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ!ǿǳƳŀŘŀƭŀ ²ŀƴǘǎƘǳƳǳΩΦ Ψ!ǿǳƳŀŘŀƭŀ ²ŀƴǘǎƘǳƳǳΩ ƛǎ ŀ 

summation of my father responses to my views on growing up in Meadowlands. Here my father argues 

that contrary to my understanding of human consciousness as that which informs the self, together 

with the social context to which the self belongs, the resulting products are not overly different from 

those once fashioned by him and his peers during apartheid South Africa. In fact, the similarities 

between the two leads him to believe that the township and its cultures have in varying ways 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ L ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛǎ 

mobilized ōȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ƛǎƛǘƘŀƪŀȊŜƭƻ ǿƛǘƘ CǊŀƴǘȊ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ 

ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ hŦ ¢ƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩ όнллмύΦ CƻǊ Cŀƴƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭΩ ƛǎ 
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that of defending their culture. This means reviving the dignity, glory and solemnity of traditional 

cultural practices ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ άǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǇŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ όƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦ 

169).  

Part 2 

aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƘŀƴged in a new 

political dispensation is carried through into the second part of the research. This part of the research 

leans toward my practice as both an artist and someone who evaluates, interprets and writes about 

art. Part 2 begins with a section titled: Ψ{ƘŀŘƻǿǎ from hǳǊ wŜŎŜƴǘ tŀǎǘΩ. This section serves as a critique 

of the exhibition Ngezinyawo: Migrant Journeys which was shown at the Wits Art Museum (2014). In 

mobilizing my critique, I drew ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ Johannesburg 

during the mid-20th century. Here L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

of the migrant experience from 1800 to 2014, a close reading of the works reveals /Ƙŀōŀƴƛ aŀƴƎŀƴȅƛΩǎ 

observations on Ƙƻǿ άǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ so existentially different from the black experience that 

white writers have to abstract to a very unhealthy extent in order to move beyond the level of mere 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎέ όмфто, p. 9). As a grandchild of people who were 

classified as migrants, the exhibitionΩǎ characterizations and abstractions prompt propositions once 

ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōȅ aƻƭŜŦƛ YŜǘŜ !ǎŀƴǘŜ όмффмύ ŀƴŘ !Ƴŀ aŀȊŀƳŀΩǎ όнллмύ when arguing that the time has come 

for black people to search for a new frame of reference, an Afrocentric paradigm. This is a paradigm 

which rests upon ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ability and willingness to άsystematically displace European ways of 

thinking, being, feeling Χ and consciously replace them with ways that are germane to our own 

cultural experienŎŜǎέ όaŀȊŀƳŀΣ нллмΣ ǇΦ оууύΦ  CƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǎƛǘƘŀƪŀȊŜƭƻ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘose paths that 

could lead us back to our own cultural outlooks. It serves as the social, cultural and ideological 

perspective that places my ancestry as the primary disposition of my identity. 

Part 2 concludes with a section titled ΨIƻƳŜ ¢ǊǳǘƘǎΩΦ ! ōǊƻŀŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ 

these to be honest and somewhat discomforting facts shared between you and those closest to you.  

Here the expression is used as a gesture to open up ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƛǎƛǘƘŀƪŀȊŜƭƻ 

in negotiating my sense of becoming. This conduit, which seeks to link isithakazelo with the person I 

perceive myself to be, is directed by ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǳǎΤ ΨǳƪǳǇƘŀƘƭŀΩ. Spiritual 

ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊΣ {ŀƴƎƻƳŀ ŀƴŘ .ƭƻƎƎŜǊ DƻƎΩ ¢ƘŀƴŘŀƘ aŀǘƘƻƴǎƛ describes ΨǳƪǳǇƘŀƘƭŀΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ (2019). Over and above the prospect of communicating with 

oneΩs ancestors, the project introduces ΨǳƪǳǇƘŀhƭŀΩ as a form of mediation in which my father and I 

could reconcile our perspectives on identity politics without either of our views having to exist as 

binaries.  
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The idea of finding a common place through conversations and ukuphahla form the basis of my 

practical submission comprising of mail-in artworks, letters, family heirlooms and music records. This 

choice was further annexed by safety measures which were introduced as a result of living and 

working during a global pandemic. The imposition of government regulations meant that installing 

artworks in public spaces like art galleries and museums would no longer be a possibility. In this sense, 

the prospect of producing work that is to be consumed in personal spaces serves the projects ambition 

to initiate introspective and sincere accounts into perspectives that guide ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ views when 

speaking about their identity.  

What I desire is a sense of self as much as that of the other; to accept my ancestral lineage as well as 

acknowledge the socio-cultural contexts that have nurtured and informed my identity thus far. As 

such, acts of self-writing is predicated on a constant dialectic of self and other, even if the self tends 

to be a privileged subject.   
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Part 1  

Looking Back At Meadowlands 

  

½ǿŀƪŀƭŀ ƴƎƛƪΩ ǾŜǊǎǘŀƴƛǎŜ ƪŜ ƳǇƛƴǘƧΩ ȅŀƳ όŜƪ ǎŜ ƳǇƛƴǘƧ ȅŀƪŀύ                          
Zwakala ngikutsele wena mfwethu (haa wena mfwethu)                          
ƭŀ Ŝƪŀǎƛ ƳŀǿǳƴƎŀȊΩŎŀǾ ǳƴƎŀȊΩ ǎǇŜŜŘŜƭƛ (eeh siyakutshele)                               
ǳȅŀƴƎΩǾŜǊǎǘŀŀƴ όǎƛȅŀƪǳǘǎƘŜƭŀύ                                                       
ǳȅŀƴƎΩǾŜǊǎǘŀŀƴ όǎƛȅŀƪǳǘǎƘŜƭŀύ ς {ǇƛƪƛǊƛΣ ΨbŘƻŦŀȅŀΩ όнллтύ1 

 

I wish to begin with making the following admission: I am still in love with the township. In spite of 

concessions made to remind us of the enforced social accommodations written into urban planning 

by the apartheid government, along with the frustrations that come as a result of living in these social 

spaces, the township remains home (M, Kahimbaara, 2016), (Tomlinson, R; Beauregard, R; Bremmer, 

L; Mangcu, 2003), (E, Miyeni, 2014). I have known no other alternative; no family in the rural parts of 

South Africa, and no source of recourse from those activities which have become characteristic of 

living in the township. Meadowlands is where my grandparents had to proceed with their lives 

following a number of evictions and relocations. It became home to my parents and it is in its dusty 

streets where I also grew up in the мфулǎΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ ŀǎ ŀ 

ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ !ǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘΩǎ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ǾŀƭƛŘΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

Meadowlands. Some of these included attending culturally themed beauty pageants at Bapedi Hall, a 

local community Hall in Zone 3, attending pop-up dance competitions which were mostly envisioned 

by rival dance crews, as well as going to watch and participate in our regular soccer tournaments. The 

popularity of these would often spill beyond the playing fields and into the never-ending debate (at 

the school yard) ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ ǿŀǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ {ƻǿŜǘƻΩǎ ŦƛƴŜǎǘΦ 

Today the popularity of some of these activities have since declined, but I sometimes find myself 

feeling nostalgic whenever I realize how activities that characterized one generation have 

subsequently filtered into another. In their essay, Social Differentiation And Urban Governance In 

Greater Soweto: A Case Study For Post-Apartheid Meadowlands, Jo Beall, Owen Crankshaw and Susan 

Parnell describe aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƻǳǎ όнллоΣ ǇΦ мфтύΥ  

The origins and character of Meadowlands are fairly typical of African townships in greater 

WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΦ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎΣ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ housing 

ǎǘƻŎƪ ƛƴ WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΩǎ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ 

                                                            
1 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƭȅǊƛŎǎ ǘƻ {ǇǊƛƪƛǊƛΩǎ нллт ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ΨbŘƻŦŀȅŀΩΦ  
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there takes the form of the well-ƪƴƻǿƴ άƳŀǘŎƘōƻȄέ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘƻǎǘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǊǳǊŀƭ 

migrants, another typical feature of African townships built during this period (ibid, p. 198). 

Even though the location and character of Meadowlands were fairly similar to most black townships 

in the country, the authors also remind us of a distinguishing factor which set Meadowlands apart 

from other townships in the greater Soweto region  when noting: 

²ƘŜǊŜŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ {ƻǿŜǘƻΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǉǳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƛƴǾŀŘŜŘ ƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ 

Western Johannesburg, the original residents of Meadowlands had been forcibly removed from within 

central Johannesburg itselfΧ Meadowlands was established in accordance with the Native Resettlement 

Act of 1952 (ibid, p. 199). 

In effect, this meant that Meadowlands was a subsequent product of the then StateΩs initiative to 

ŦƻǊŎŜ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǘƻ ŜǾƛŎǘ ōƭŀŎƪ ǘŜƴŀƴǘs and subtenants from mixed racial groups as part of the 

Ψ²estern Areas Slum ClearanceΩ. And true to apartheidΩs violent nature of goring its policies into the 

bodies of communities that brought together a great concentration of people, Meadowlands was 

sliced into ethnic zones which were marked through street names as well as landmarks such as schools 

and neighborhood stores. Bloke Modisane described this project ƻŦ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǾŜƴƎŜŀƴŎŜ 

ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘέ - ŀ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ŀǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘΩǎ ΨŎƘŀǊƛǎƳŀǘƛŎΩ ǾƛǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ IŜƴŘǊƛƪ ±ŜǊǿƻŜǊŘ 

(1963, p. 6).  

Sophiatown, which he grieves as being complex in how it attracted opposites like the ring of joy, the 

sounds of laughter, interposed with the growl and smell of insult; [where they] sang their happy songs 

and were carried away by [their] exotic dances, [where they] whistled and shouted, got drunk and 

[sometimes] killed each other, was no more (Ibid, p. 9). Meadowlands had come, and with very little 

success, to replace a community which was reduced to ruin. Upon completion, {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎ 

was sliced into 10 zones. The majority of people who spoke Setswana and Sepedi were allocated 

houses along the outskirts which formed part of Meadowlands East.  These were Zone 9, Zone 7 and 

Zone 1. As you moved towards the west, passing Zone 2 and Zone 3, housing was mainly allocated to 

people who spoke Sesotho. Zone 4, Zone 5, Zone 10 and parts of Zone 7 were allocated mainly to 

families who spoke isiZulu. Houses in Zone 8 were offered to Venda speaking families while those in 

Zone 6 were occupied by Tsonga speaking families. The map on the next page shows how ethnic 

divisions were also reflected through street names. Street names in Zone 4 were given isiZulu names 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ{ƛŦƛƪƛƭŜΩΣ ΨbŀƴŘƛΩΣ Ψ{ŜȊŀƴƎŀƪƘƻƴŀΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ψ¦ƳƪƘǳǇŀƴŜΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƭŜŦǘ 

όȊƻƴŜ сύ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ¢ǎƻƴƎŀ ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ǎƘƛƴŀȅƛƘŜƴΩΣ Ψ¢ǎŀƪŀƴƛΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ{ƛƴǘƘǳƳǳƭŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

street names was geared toward giving natives a false sense of territory, home and in some instances, 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ{ŜǎŦƛƪƛƭŜΩΣ ΨbŀƴŘƛΩ ƻǊ Ψ{ŜƴȊŀƴƎŀƪƘƻƴŀΩ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ½ǳƭǳ 



11 
 

ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ wƻȅŀƭǘȅ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ {Ƙŀƪŀ ½ǳƭǳΦ Ψ{ŜǎŦƛƪƛƭŜΩ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ŦƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ƙƻǳǎƛng and an alternative utopia as Zulus living in 

urban spaces. Dhiru Soni further argues that the intention of zoning also served to reinforce tribal 

barriers that were prevalent in the rural areas in a bid to prevent working-class organization and 

mobilizaǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎέ όнллрΣ ǇΦ пнύΦ  

 

 
·ŀǾƛŜǊ [ŀƴƎŀΩǎΦ нлмфΦ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ƳŀǇ ƻŦ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ŜŀǎǘΣ ½ƻƴŜ пΦ !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 

https://www.pinterest.cl/pin/815221970028207597/  Accessed: 09/03/2020. 

 

In spite of these desperate attempts at ethnic divides, Meadowlands became a social space where 

cultures overlapped, where language evolved and sentiments around the realities of being black in 

Apartheid South Africa served as capital for these overlaps. SpiƪƛǊƛΩǎ ΨNŘƻŦŀȅŀΩ όнллтΣ ǘǊŀŎƪΣ рύ ƛǎ ŀ 

contemporary take on how the township has continued to leverage value from this cultural capital. 

The song takes its title from a name which residents coined as a form of protest against the townshipΩs 

official name. It embodied the desire to retain or translate the bonds of communal living once shared 

ōȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΦ ΨbŘƻŦŀȅŀΩ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ homage to those mounting compulsions 

of joy, disappointment and contradictions which brought colour to life in Sophiatown. {ǇƛƪƛǊƛΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

lines are performed using an appropriation of languages which, when put together, represent the off-

ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ. In the songΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƭƛƴŜΥ ½ǿŀƪŀƭŀ ƴƎƛƪΩ ǾŜǊǎǘŀƴƛǎŜ 

ƪŜ ƳǇƛƴǘƧΩ ȅŀƳ όŜƪ ǎŜ ƳǇƛƴǘƧ ȅŀƪŀύ the musician asks audiences to lend him an ear as he tries to take 

the listener on a tour of his neighbourhood. Part of this tour the musician endevours to provide is a 

https://www.pinterest.cl/pin/815221970028207597/
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one-line description of what he feels describes the verve of each zone in relation to Meadowlands as 

a whole.  

                                  

A quick sketch of how I remember the surroundings close to Modise House and Sefikeng. 

 

As a resident myself, I wƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ {ǇƛƪƛǊƛΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ōȅ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ you to a site 

that does not feature in his lyrics or the music video. This spot is popularly known as Modise. I choose 

this spot because it holds different meanings depending on the generation you find yourself in. This 

ǎƛǘŜ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎΩ ōǳǎƛŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ at corner Oodendaal and Rev Frederick 

Modise Drive. Between the 1980s and early 2000s, this intersection was the preferred spot by many 

small businesses, functioned as a taxi rank, a bus stop, and on the odd days occasional mugging 

happened here. Every morning the intersection would be filled with queues of people awaiting either 

a taxi or a bus to take them to work. I also remember how my friends and I would often rush here 

after the final whistle of the Soweto derby2 had sounded with the expectation of seeing drivers spin 

their cars celebrating the victory of their favorite team. On Easter weekends members of the 

International Pentecostal Holiness Church would congregate by the hundreds to attend the sermons 

presented by their charismatic leader Rev. Frederick Modise. These sermons were held at Sefikeng. 

Sefikeng was the first base of the International Pentecostal Holiness Church and is situated across the 

                                                            
2 The Soweto derby is a soccer mŀǘŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ {ƻǿŜǘƻΩǎ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǊƛǾŀƭƛƴƎ ǘŜŀƳΥ hǊƭŀƴŘƻ tƛǊŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
Kaizer Chiefs.  
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road from the Modise House. As part of their tourism page on the Facebook website, the 

ΨaŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ¢ƻǳǊƛǎƳ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ .ƻŀǊŘΩ remind us that before the house became home to Rev. 

Modise, it was used by the ΨNative Resettlement BoardΩ as an administrative reception office for 

residents arriving from the Western Areas. The church that is to me and people who grew up in 

aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфулΩǎΣ ƪƴƻǿn as Sefikeng was initially conceived as a Dutch Reform Church. 

Under the auspices of Rev. Modise, Sefikeng soon became the go to place for political mobilisation, 

various student meetings, community meetings and activities such as weddings and burials services 

(2015).  

Growing up in a family of ANC supporters who were active in Labour Unions and other forms of 

resistance during apartheid meant that I was exposed to home-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ 

political happenings. As is often the case with those who grew up spending most of their time in kasie3 

streets, these accounts were not without supplements. Listening to Reggae music exposed me to 

Rastafarism, attending school at Nur-Ul-Islam in Lenasia4 exposed me to aspects of Islam. Watching 

Micheal JacksonΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ƻƴ ¢Φ±Φ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ǇƻǇ-culture, my admiration of rap 

music got me curious of the lives of black people in the diaspora, and living in Meadowlands meant 

that it was only a matter of time before I would come into contact with the tapestry of its cultural 

constituencies.  Yes, growing up in Meadowlands exposed me to different languages along with the 

contexts in which these languages were carried out. It was in learning how to speak most of the 

languages that I could partake with how people in Meadowlands and its surrounding townships forged 

a subversive culture that resonated with how we saw ourselves locally and abroad.  

Meadowlands was also home to footballers such as Mandla ΨMŜǘǊƻōƭƛǘȊΩ {ƛǘƘƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƪǎ ΨDƻ-Man-

DƻΩ aŀǇƻƴȅŀƴŜΦ Lǘ ƴǳǊǘǳǊŜŘ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ some of which include Mawillies, Trompies and Alaska. 

One of its neighboring townships, Orlando, gave home to struggle stalwarts such as Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela, Winne Madikizela-aŀƴŘŜƭŀΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊǎ LǊǾƛƴ άLǊƻƴ 5ǳƪŜέ 

YƘƻȊŀ ŀƴŘ YŀƛȊŜǊ ά¢ǎƘƛƴǘǎƘŀ DǳƭǳǾŀέ aƻǘŀǳƴƎΦ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƘƻǇŜ under circumstances 

where it would have been easy to resort to despair, made this, along with its surrounding townships, 

a dynamic place for contemplation, resistance and projection. The past was no longer reduced to 

memories gone, but it was active in how we spoke of ourselves as direct offspring to one of South 

!ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƛǇǇŜǎǘΩ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜse are some of the conduits through which 

the nuances of life in Meadowlands are inscribed my self-writing.  

                                                            
3 This a colloquial term for Township. 
4 Lenasia, also known as Lenz, is a township in the south of Johannesburg which was reserved mainly for 
Indians. 
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It is these layers of memory and affection to a place that I negotiate an identity which, in varying ways, 

reflects the social life, political ideologies, history, economic circumstances and aspirations of a 

community. In this, my self-concept is relative to, but not dependent upon others. It is a process of 

ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜƭŦΩ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎǊŜŀǘŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ Ƙƻǿ L ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳ part of the world around 

ƳŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨfanciedΩ identity. 

 

On Real and Fancied Identities  

aȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ, emotional attachment and relationships 

developed in relation to particular environments. Doing so has led me to acknowledging the value 

which others bring in understanding the person that I am. In my instance, being black and living in the 

township meant that a significant part of my identity had been formed around apartheidΩs prescripts 

that my kinship to South Africa was that of a migrant labourer who came here as a result of 

industrialisation.  Steve Biko has been an important voice in making me understand that this is not a 

genuine reflection, for even at the heiƎƘǘ ƻŦ {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŎƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ 

completely loose those cultural contexts in which they defined themselves (2017, p. 44). In this sense, 

ǿƘŜƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴǎΩ όŀ ǿƻǊŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǇŀƴ ǿŀrrants a 

ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊύΣ ƻƴŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜ ǿƘŀǘ .ƛƪƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άǇǳǊŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ Řŀȅ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴέ όƛōƛŘύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ to 

our resilience towards colonial impositions as well as the manner in which we wish our history to form 

part of our present. I believe the latter to be the principle argument behind Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ proposition. 

For him, isithakazelo bestows an identity which is historical and liberating in the face of what seems 

like a relentless colonial tradition.   

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 

narrative, especially that which was envisioned before colonialism, we might run the risk of nostalgia 

which creates ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ Ψfancied ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩΦ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ a sincere account of who we are as a family, a 

community, and as individuals should also be cognizant of those moments when we formed part of 

trade unions or took part in the various liberation movements in protest against what my grandmother 

used to call Ψthe old countryΩ. Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƳƻƛǊΣ Ψ.ƭŀƳŜ aŜ hƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΣ aƻŘƛǎŀƴŜ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŘǎ 

which coloured life in Sophiatown when writing:   

ά{ƻǇƘƛŀǘown was like our nice-time parties or the sound of pennywhistle, a mounting compulsion of 

joyousness, but always a hint of pain. Sophiatown was also our week-ends, it was the reason or rather the 

excuse we used to stop the progress of time, to celebrate a kind of wish fulfilment; we cherished 

Sophiatown because it brought together such a great concentration of people, we did not live in it, we 
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were Sophiatown. It was a complex paradox which attracted opposites, the ring of joy, the sound of 

laughter, was interposed with the growl and the smell of insult; we sang our happy songs, were carried 

ŀǿŀȅ ōȅ ƻǳǊ ŜǊƻǘƛŎ ŘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǿŜ ǿƘƛǎǘƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳǘŜŘΣ Ǝƻǘ ŘǊǳƴƪ ŀƴŘ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέ (1963, p. 9)  

By relating Meadowlands to Sophiatown I am not suggesting the former to be a kind of an alternative 

utopia. The reality is that after the final brick had been laid and the last family had moved in, 

Meadowlands functioned as a typical South African township, or what Frantz Fanon describes as a 

ΨƳŜŘƛƴŀΩΦ CƻǊ CŀƴƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛƴŀ is a place of ill-fame occupied by people of ill-repute: άLǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ 

without spaciousness; [people] live on top of each other, and their [houses] are built on top of the 

ƻǘƘŜǊέ (2001, p. 30)Φ !ƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 5ŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ hŦ {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΩ published by South African 

IƛǎǘƻǊȅ hƴƭƛƴŜ ό{!Ihύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ψƛƭƭ ŦŀƳŜΩ ǿŀǎ cemented by the then 

Minister of Justice who convinced parliament that those who were opposed to resettlement would 

go about it ǳǎƛƴƎ άƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ-guns, cars loaded with explosives, and tyres which would be filled with 

ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŎǘƛƻƴ (2011). 

My relating of Meadowlands with Sophiatown is driven by a desire to claim parts of a family narrative 

which, although it was not my personal story, its effects have trickled down to me as their grandson 

and an individual. In a similar way that Eusebuis McKaizer pointed to the value of seeing the township 

ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ WŀŎƻō 5ƭŀƳƛƴƛΩǎ ΨbŀǘƛǾŜ bƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΩ (2009), 

{ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ΨǎƛǘŜΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǾƛŎǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 

ŀ ΨǇƭŀŎŜΩ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘΤ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻƴ άthe existence of irreducible 

complexities in the details ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎέ όнллфύΦ 

Modisane put this more aptly when writing: άLŦ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƘŀƪƛƴƎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻǊ ŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

ƎƛǊƭ ƻǊ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ōƻǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ōǊŀƴŘȅΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƪƴƛǾŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōŀŎƪΦ ¢he land was bought 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǿŜŀǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊƻǳƴƎƛƴƎΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘέ όƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦ мрύΦ  

[ƛƪŜ {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΣ aŜŀŘƻǿƭŀƴŘǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜ ǘƻ ŜǊƻŘŜ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƻŦ 

their sense of worth, it became a place of renewed reflection - of loss and new beginnings, of despair 

and hope, of attraction and repulsion. Though peculiar as this may sound, these are some of the 

nuances that made me fall in love with the social space. In attracting opposites, it somehow forged a 

way for them to co-exist. If I were to define it through my artistic processes as a studio potter, I would 

describe Meadowlands as a kind of an articulated mould that is comprised of multiple pieces which 

come together to form a single mould. In this form, the sum of each part represents nuances that 

complexify the self that I am conceiving. And although the mould is considered to be a device that 

enables multiple production lines, it is worth noting that the shaping of the mould is also dependent 

on a prototype. That is, one can view the mould as a subject and not only as an object of the forms of 

knowledge that produced it. This is one of the ways in which I creatively explore moulds or the casting 
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process as representative of my self-writing. By nature, a mould attracts and repels; it absorbs the 

water from the clay into the plaster walls. When water is absorbed into the mould, the cast is 

subsequently released from the mould. If I were to conceive of this in a sociological context, I would 

argue the process of casting to symbolize the context to which complicity and resistance rely on each 

other for existence. What I am trying to say is that: I am not wholly or solely Tsonga. A large part of 

my upbringing has involved a selective collaboration with and appropriation of cultures that form part 

of my community and the world as I see it. This idea of self-writing is close to Jean-Paul {ŀǊǘǊŜΩǎ 

definition of the individual as a thinking and feeling phenomenon (in Wider, 1995, p. 92). It is a (self) 

consciousness that is mindful of both itself along with the social systems in which it is produced.  

This idea of subjectivity is followed through in how I view moulds and the idea of moulding. Instead 

of viewing moulds solely as a means to producing an artwork, I propose that one could also view the 

same mould to get a sense of the prototype which produced it. In so doing, the mould becomes more 

than just a means to making art, but could also serve as an end, even an artwork within itself. As an 

artwork, one need not wait to see what the mould casts. Instead, one can look at its negative spaces 

together with the sum of its parts to get a sense of how the mould has collected, stored and will 

probably share its information. Another way in which I explore the concept of moulds and of moulding 

is through my socialisation through ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ 

music collection.  
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Remembering My Uncles Record Collection 

 

Photograph of my father and uncle, date unknown.   
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Hugh Masekela & The Union of South Africa, 1971. 

                                                         

.ǳǊƴƛƴƎ {ǇŜŀǊΦ DŀǊǾŜȅΩǎ DƘƻǎǘΣ 1976 
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Bob Marley and the Wailers. Exodus, 1977.   

                                                                  

Count Bassie and Dizzy Gillespie. The Gifted Ones, 1977.  
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The Beaters. Harari, 1975. 

 

Before I could make sense of Meadowlands and its ideological underpinnings, I was familiar with 

ƳǳǎƛŎΦ L ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀŎŎǳǎǘƻƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƘȅǘƘƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǇ ƳǳǎƛŎΩǎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǎƻƭƛŎƛǘ 

audience reaction through catch phrases, and had understood the difference between music genres. 

Like many who were tuning into their favourite radio channels, music had - without me even realising 

it - directly influenced my positioning in society. As a kid I used to grow up listening to Bob Mabena 

on RaŘƛƻ .ht ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ Ŧŀƴ ƻŦ 5ΦWΦ YƘŀōȊŜƭŀΩǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƻƴ ¸CaΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛƻ 

channels which were renowned for playing RnB, Kwaito, Hip Hop and House music. These were 

genres whose popularity amongst young audience helped shape social and gender roles as 

understood in our respective spaces. If the sounds of penny whistles and the mounting compulsion 

ƻŦ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƴǳƳōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ Ǉŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ {ƻǇƘƛŀǘƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

crossover between Disco, House and Kwaito served as our gesture to liven up the ambiance of local 

shebeens. Shebeens and taverns served as a kind of pit stop for people who would return from a 

ƘŀǊŘ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǘƻƛƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘΣ ǳƴǿƛƴŘΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘΣ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴƎΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻƴ ǎƘŜōŜŜƴΩǎ 

stereos ventured into escapism, some were romantic, and some took on the task of social 

commentary. To be honest, I cannot exactly point to what it was about music that seemed to amplify 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ feelings. Perhaps it served as an outlet for personal anxieties, of frustrations, for love, of 
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society, about life, or maybe even of optimism. I suppose hope, confidence and anxieties toward the 

ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘ ŦǳŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ {ǘƛƳŜƭŀΩǎ Ψ[ƻƻƪΣ [ƛǎǘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

5ŜŎƛŘŜΩ ƻǊ .ǊƛƎƘǘ .ƭǳŜΩǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ wƛǎƛƴƎ ¢ƛŘŜΩΦ  

The popularity of records like Inhlupheko by Winston Ngozi, Mamani by Letta Mbulu, Ntyilo Ntyilo by 

[ƻǳƛǎ aƻƘƻƭƻ ƻǊ {ǘǊƛƪŜ ±ƛƭŀƪŀȊƛΩǎ Meadowlands gave a sense that music had filtered into the collective 

subconscious and personal lives of residents. L ǳǎŜ ΨǎǳōŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎΩ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

popular records by musicians like Splash, Percy Sledge, Mahlatini And The Mahotela Queens, Brenda 

Fassie or Mercy Phakela there was a kind of emotional attachment to records with a political 

inclination. Living opposite to .ŜƴΩǎ ¢ŀǾŜǊƴ in Zone 1 gave me a lens through which I could relate with 

aƻŘƛǎŀƴŜΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Ƨƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜ ǘƻ ŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ 

of life.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлΩǎ L ŀƭǎƻ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ measured publication of music. I watched and 

listened to how music was informally used as a kind of barometer on how young, along with older 

South Africans, ŦŜƭǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ΨƴŜǿΩ {ƻǳǘƘ 

Africa. Two sonƎǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŀǎ .ǊƛƎƘǘ .ƭǳŜΩǎ Ψ²ŜŜǇƛƴƎΩ όмфууΣ ǘǊŀŎƪ, 2) and the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ aŀƴƎƻ DǊƻƻǾŜΩǎ Ψ!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ όмффоΣ ǘǊŀŎƪ, 6). The latter seemed to enjoy more 

ŀƛǊǇƭŀȅ ƻƴ ǊŀŘƛƻΣ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛm owning two copies of 

aŀƴƎƻ DǊƻƻǾŜΩǎ ŀƭōǳƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜΦ L ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƭȅǊƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƴƎΥ άAnother 

time, another place, another country, another state of graceέ (ibid). Though I could not fully 

comprehend what was meant by the lyrics, I fondly remember my uncle insisting that we listen, find 

meaning and understand the perspective through which music is written and performed. When 

meaning was not comprehended on our side, my uncle was eager to lead us to his understanding of 

the song: a proposition, perhaps even a declaration, ƻŦ ŀ ΨƴŜǿ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΩΤ ƻŦ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ 

hope amidst cynicism created by political violence and pessimism, that negotiations for the end of 

Apartheid would yield a democratic and inclusive South Africa.  

My uncle was a music enthusiast and a reluctant D.J. who was always in search of new sounds. His 

collection had a large sum of records which were prohibited in radio playlists. Some of the records 

contained music which told of personal frustrations and others were overtly political as I recall him 

singing άwe gonna chase them crazy baldheads out of townέ5. His music collection also included 

albums by Madonna, Harari, The Beatles, Mahlatini and the Mahotela Queens, Herbie Mann, The 

Union of South Africa, LL Cool J, Michael Jackson, Queen, Lionel Pillay, Run DMC, Brenda Fassie and 

                                                            
5 The were the lyrics to Bob Marley aƴŘ ¢ƘŜ ²ŀƛƭŜǊǎΩ Crazy Baldheads (1976, track. 6 
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the Big Dudes, Letta Mbulu and Splash. If there was a mood to sum up your day, there would be a 

wardrobe and crates full of records to get you through the remainder of that day.  

My uncleΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ, ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǇŜǎ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǎ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ŀ 

sense that music was one of the more immediate exigencies in a country characterised by side-line 

discourses and state censorship. My uncle had a broad palette of musical tastes. He listened to Opera, 

Rap, Marabi, Pop music, disco, Reggae, Jazz and RnB amongst others. Yet even with this variety, none 

of these had the appeal and effect which Kwaito had on me and my friends.  

 

Kwaito as A Mould 

Kwaito was to me what Hip Hop music represented to many young African Americans. In an open 

letter to Philanthropist and Talk Show host, Oprah Winfrey, Saul Williams speaks of how Hip Hop and 

rap served as one of the more enterprising aspects through which !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩǎ explored their 

self-definition (2007). For Williams, music acts like The Jungle Brothers, Gangstarr, Black Starr, The 

Fresh Prince, Digital Underground, Jazzy Jeff, Public Enemy, Cool G. Rap, Naughty By Nature, Queen 

Latifa, Rakim, The Notorious B.I.G, Nas, M.C. Lyte, Niggas With Attitude (N.W.A), 2Pac, Rakim, KRS-

ONE, The Wu-Tang Clan and many others chose to make music which took on the socio-economic, 

historical and political inequities they were confronted with daily (Ibid).  

Hip Hop became important to me because its content opened me to similar struggles experienced by 

black people in America. For example, Hip Hop opened my lens to racial politics over and above 

concerns raised by Arthur Mafokate in his break-ƻǳǘ Ƙƛǘ ΨYŀŦŦƛǊΩ όмффрύΦ ¢ŀƪŜ нtŀŎΩǎ ŘŜōǳǘ ŀƭōǳƳ, 

Ψ2Pacalypse NowΩ (1991) as an example. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŏǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƭōǳƳΣ Ψ¸ƻǳƴƎ .ƭŀŎƪ aŀƭŜΩ (track, 1), 

the musician uses a sexual euphemism which is all too familiar with conservative Americans. άYoung 

black male [is] coming hard like and erection, [ŀƴŘϐ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƛƴǘ ǎƘƛǘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƻƭ ǿƛǘƘέΦ 2PacΩǎ choice of words 

brings to mind a scene from David Wark Griffiths controversial silent film, ΨBirth of a NationΩ ό1915), 

where a young white woman commits suicide by jumping off a cliff in order to save herself from the 

indignity of being sexually assaulted by an African American. Here, African Americans are depicted 

as unintelligent and hypersexualized, with an aggressive lust for white women. In нtŀŎΩǎ song, the 

erection can be perceived as a metaphor which the musician uses to express the unapologetic nature 

in which he wishes to insert himself and his views into the burning topic of racism in America. This 

theme is carried into tracks like ΨWords of WisdomΩ where the Rapper states:  

This is for the masses the lower classes 

The ones you left out, jobs were givin', better livin' 
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But we were kept out 

Made to feel inferior, but we're the superior 

Break the chains in our brains that made us fear yeah 

Pledge allegiance to a flag that neglects us 

Honor a man that who refuses to respect us 

Emancipation, proclamation, Please! 

Nigga just said that to save the nation 

These are lies that we all accepted 

Say no to drugs but the governments' keep it 

Running through our community, killing the unity 

The war on drugs is a war on you and me 

And yet they say this is the Home of The Free 

But if you ask me its all about hypocrisy 

The constitution, Yo, it don't apply to me 

Lady Liberty that stupid bitch lied to meΧ(track, 6) 

  

нtŀŎΩǎ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ψ[ŀŘȅ [ƛōŜǊǘȅΩ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƴƻǾŜƭǘȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳƴǇŀŎƪ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ 

conundrum pertaining what it considered to be ΨǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƴŜƎǊƻΩ emerging during The Civil Rights 

Movement, author and activist James Baldwin (1963, p. 93) wrote that when white Americans spoke 

ƻŦ ŀ ΨƴŜǿ ƴŜƎǊƻΩΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ƴŜƎǊƻΩΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ 

ƛƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ΨƘƛƳΩ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ Ϧǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ƘƛƳ ώŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ] barring yet another 

ŘƻƻǊ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜŀǎŜέ όibid).  

Baldwin attributed this desire to guard and keep as a manifestation ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ 

of possessions:  

Most people guard and keep; they suppose that it is they themselves and what they identify with 

themselves that they are guarding and keeping, whereas what they are actually guarding and keeping is 

their system of reality and what they assume themselves to be. One can give nothing whatsoever 

without giving oneself ς that is to say, without risking oneself. If one cannot risk oneself, then one is 

simply incapable of giving (Ibid, p. 94). 

Similarly with Hip hop, Kwaito gave us a sense of agency in a South Africa that has been formed 

through racial, economic and ethnic divisions. It became a personal, collective, reflexive and creative 

approach on the part of those who wanted to forge an alternative identity under the restricts of 

Apartheid South Africa. From the perspective of someone who lived in a predominantly Tswana 

speaking section of Meadowlands, Kwaito enabled me to be more deliberate in how I engaged, 

appropriated and re-presented different voices and in thinking through my self-concepts. In other 
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words, Kwaito became my way of giving and risking oneself.  This is close to Jean-tŀǳƭ {ŀǊǘǊŜΩǎ 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ όмфупΣ ǇΦ ууύΦ άLǘ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ that 

my acts of self-ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ƻŦ άmy existence, the existence of the other, my existence 

for the other and the exiǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƳŜέ όibid).  

Navigating these overlaps ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ aΩŘǳ aŀǎƛƭŜƭŀΩǎ 

description of ΨŀōƻƳŀǎƘŀƳǇƭŀƴŜΩΦ For me, ΨaŀǎƘŀƳǇƭŀƴŜΩ comes off as a colloquial phrase describing 

someone who feels like they have come of age, but however still has much to learn; not only of the 

world that he or she lives ƛƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎ Ψ¸ ¦ п aŜΩ, aΩŘǳ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ 

with a sense of caution when singing: ŜƳŀǎƘŀƳǇƭŀƴŜΣ ǎƻ ǎƭƛƳΚ ŜƳŀǎƘŀƳǇƭŀƴŜΣ ǎƻ ȅŀȊΩ bona bona 

(1995, track, 2). A similar tone of caution also seems to underwrite Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ proposition that I 

guard against manifesting a sense of self that is in tune with the euphoria of entering a new political 

dispensation.  

Kwaito was not only a genre but was one of the more enterprising ways through which I explored the 

music, fashion, language, gender roles and constructs of identity as played out in the township. My 

affections with music became a means through which I could contribute to and expand ƻƴ Ƴȅ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ 

conversations on music and its place in contemporary South African culture. I drew inspiration from 

the fashion tastes and music by acts like Trompies, Mawillies and Alaska because they too were from 

Meadowlands. I collected posters, used them to cover my school books and at sometimes these 

became a sort of catalyst that opened conversations over which artist, or which township best 

embodied the spirit of Kwaito music. My interest in these conversations spilled into radio shows where 

I often found myself recording interviews held with musicians. These recordings became part of my 

extended collection which I also used as currency to trade music with friends at school. Ska ntwana ya 

kasi ya Alaska le Trompies6, I understood their points of reference, and my status as a fan escalated 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎǘŀƴΩ when I realized their currency grow in other townships such as the East Rand, the 

Vaal Triangle, Pretoria and other parts of South Africa. In forming part of local dance crews, in reciting 

and sharing the music, I oriented myself in a manner that other kwaito enthusiasts could relate to. 

While the inauguration of the African National Congress (ANC) into public office in 1994 gave South 

Africans the political leverage to re-imagine their national identity, Kwaito opened avenues in which I 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ YǿŜǎǘŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƛƴǘǿŀƴŀ ȅŀƴŀ ȅŀǎŜ YŀǎƛŜΩ όƛƴ Ψ{Ƙƻ aŀŘƧƻȊƛΩΣ нлмуΣ 

track, 4). 

 

                                                            
6 This can be translated to: As homeboy to musical acts such as Alaska and Trompies 
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Lƴǘǿŀƴŀ bȅŀƴŀ ¸ŀǎŜ YŀǎƛŜΥ YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ hŘŜ to His Township  

ΨLƴǘǿŀƴŀ ȅŀƴŀ ȅŀǎŜ YŀǎƛΩ ƛǎ an informal expression used to describe people whose character is 

influenced by, but is not limited to life in the township. Kwesta uses the expression as a way to 

describe the lasting impressions left by Katlehong, its residents, its history and landscapes, on his 

self-conceptions. Kwesta uses these as both a source of reference and a unique sales proposition in 

a growing market of South African artists whose music is influenced by their American counterparts.  

Lƴ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩΣ YǿŜǎǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ōƻǊƴ musician Wale, as well as with film director 

Tebogo Malope in creating a visual account of how Kwesta perceives ƻŦ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǾƛŘŜƻ ǿŀǎ 

ǎƘƻǘ ƛƴ YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǘƻǿƴΣ Katlehong. The story is told using a narrative sprint which borrows two or 

more outlooks on identity and weaves them into one.   

¢ŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŘŜƻΩǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ ŦŀƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǘƘŦǳƭ ƴƻƴŎƘŀƭŀƴŎŜΦ IŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

director went for images which resonate with religious devotees and entwined them with images that 

embody the ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘΩǎ popular pass-time. In one of the scenes we see a storyline which begins 

with religious devotees chanting in a circle. This is then followed through with a man pumping a 

clenched fist while spinning a car at a drag race. In another sequence, the director juxtaposes a man 

being baptized in a flowing river with images of children pouring buckets of water on each other. The 

perspective of spirit as understood within a religious context, along with spirit as interpreted through 

childhood nonchalance is carried through in the next scene which shows children jumping on a living 

room sofa intercut with religious devotees in chant. This mediation between two unrelated social 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜ-imagining memories, landscapes, people and 

ƛŘƛƻǎȅƴŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ music and acts of self-writing.  

¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦƻǊƎƛǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ were to drag this track into 

the Kwaito folder of their current play list. YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ ǘƘŜƳŜΣ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ōŜŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ remind 

me of aŀƴŘƻȊŀΩǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻƳŜǘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ΨTsotsi Yase ZolaΩ (2007), or go further 

back to his debut album Ψ9-II-5 Zola SouthΩ (1999) ς an album that is punctuated with themes of 

memory and belonging as he reflects on personal struggles and aspirations as a musician and young 

man living in Zola. By the same token in which Mandoza gave us 9-II-5 Zola South, Spirit serves as a 

proverbial mirror which the artist holds for us to see parts of ourselves in his self-conception.  

Having grown up within the structures of the Methodist Church, I can relate with his representation of 

religious devotees through church regalia, of congregants in song, and of a woman partaking in holy 

communion. L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƘƻƳŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ 9ƳƳŀƴǳŜƭ Ψ{ŎŀǊŀΩ bƎƻōŜǎŜ 

by way of a custom-printed-T-Shirt because of a sentiment I once had for my replica of a Kaizer Chiefs 
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jersey with the name and number of Thabo Mooki printed on the back.  Ngobese is KwestaΩǎ hometown 

idol and former footballer who I feel garnered fanfare by playing football with the kind of flair and 

bravado of how amateur football is consumed in the dusty fields of Katlehong.   

In an interview with music journalist Helen Herimbe the muǎƛŎ ǾƛŘŜƻΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ, Tebogo Malope, 

describes the concept of the ǾƛŘŜƻ ŀǎ άkasi musings in three-part harmonyέ when stating: 

The first harmony is about where we come from. [This] is represented by the spirit in a religious and 

cultural context. The second ōƛǘ ώƛǎϐ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƻŘ ƘǳǎǘƭŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ Ǝǳȅ ǿƘƻ Ǌƻƭƭǎ 

and spins his car to entertain people or the guy who washes the taxi on the side of the road for an extra 

buck. The third one, which is the aspiration one, is primarily represented by the hip hop iconography: 

the super cars, the popping of champagne and making it rain with money, the girls, the fancy clothes at 

the club, the smoking of the hubbly. I wanted to use very typical hip-hop iconography to represent that 

(2017).  

Added to these musings are rolling images of ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

daily activities, of Kwesta rapping while seated in his grandmotherΩs dining room, of curios decorating 

the room divider, or the sight of Kwesta greeting fans and on-lookers between the ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊΩǎ fence 

and over the walls. These images are significant in the artistΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

Katlehong as a character, and not only a backdrop for the video. This perspective of Katlehong is 

similar to how I view my relations with Meadowlands. It is a social space characterized by 

interconnections and contradictions, by loss and new beginnings, by complicity and resistance.  I 

believe that if isithakazelo is to exist as a key constituent in my self-conception as my father proposes, 

then, like a multi-piece mould, it should be understood in relation to other pieces which tie it together 

as a single unit. Such is what I mean by intwana yana yase YŀǎƛΩ. It is a being which Kwesta evokes in 

the third verse of Spirit when rapping:  

[ŜƴǘƛΩ ƛǇƘŜƪǿŜ ƭŀ ŜƭƻƪΩǎƘƛƴƛ                                            

{ŀȅΩƎƛōŜƭŜƭƛ ǘŀȄƛ Ƨƻ                        

{ŀȅΩƎŎǿŀƭƛǎΩ ŜƳŀ ǎǳǊōǳǊōǎ-ini                                    

A re mo states mo                                    

[ŜƴΩ ŜȅŀƳŀ ƎŜƴǘǎ ŜΩǎǘƻƪǎƛƴƛ                          

!ōŀƴƎƘŀǎΩǉŜŘƛ Ƨƻ                                    

.ŀǘƘƛ ǎƪǊǊ ǎŀǘƘƛ ƘŜȅ ƴƛƴƎŀǎΩƪƘŜƴȅƛ                              

A re mo States mo              

¦ȊƻƴƎΩǘƘƻƭΩ Ŝƪŀǎ ƭŀƳΩ 
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Awumadala Wantshumu ς Thoughts and Responses From My Father  
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The Conversation Continues, 2020. 
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άL ǘƻƻ ǿŀǎ ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇΦ L ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ with the environment. I also thought 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ƛǘέ όYƘŜƴǎŀƴƛ aŀƘƭŀŜƭŀΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ нс hŎǘƻōŜǊΣ нл19).  

 

Admittedly, my father was not mistaken when making this point.  Like me, he is, if not more familiar, 

with the township set up than I am. He grew up in Orlando West, attended school in Tzaneen, Limpopo 

and has worked at a community college in Mofolo South where he retired. So, when he mentioned 

how he thought of the township, I took it with a pinch of restrained acceptance. Apart from the rural 

areas, the townships were the only world which a majority of black people were expected to be 

acquainted with. It was our only world; one in which we pursued fond, looked for comfort, exerted 

our frustrations, and fell out of love. In fact, there were times when I felt his stirring of isithakazelo to 

be the effect of him falling out of love with the world he was familiar with the most.  

However, this, as my father asserts, was ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ ά¸ƻǳ should instead think of what a moulding 

such as isithakazelo offers you in a broader context of how identity politics are negotiated in a space 

such as Meadowlands or any other metropoleέ όƛōƛŘ).  

CƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ŀǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘΩǎ 

ideals of what is appropriate for black people under its principles of separate development. Such ideals 

have a direct or indirect influence on how we as residents come to terms with hegemonic, racist and 

unequal systems of reality. My memory of music, social transactions, nostalgia and the self-writing I 

put forth as a result of this, are, in part, a reaction to the shadow that our recent history has cast on 

our understanding of being black in South Africa. This is how I perceived his view of the township, as 

being predetermined. So, instead of abstracting cultural expressions solely as the result of the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ I should also consider the circumstances which determined its existence and 

forms of knowledge. Put differently, and in line with my earlier discussion on how I drew similarity 

between MeadowlandsΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ with the function of an multipiece mould, my father 

suggests that I consider looking at the prototype along with the materials used in creating the mould. 

It is in realising that which informs the mould that one begins to make sense of the negative spaces 

which characterize it. As a by-product of the people who created it (culture), isithakazelo initiates me 

to a range of material and immaterial forms of creative reproductions, and of life as understood within 

the practices of Tsonga people. Casting my identity from such a mould stands to produce forms that 

can be viewed in relatiƻƴ ǘƻ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭΩ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ of 

¢ƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩ όнллмύΦ IŜǊŜ Cŀƴƻƴ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ  
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Perhaps we have not sufficiently demonstrated that colonialism is not simply content to impose its rule 

upon the present and the future of a dominated country. Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding 

a people in its grip and emptying the native brain of all form and content. By a perverted logic, it tuns to 

the past of its people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it (ibid, p. 169).   

CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƭƎŜǊƛŀƴ ǿŀǊ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ мфсоΣ 

but his views on the colonial project are useful in helping me understand the effects of some of those 

mechanisms which were deployed by the apartheid government. Let us, for a brief moment, take 

Sophiatown as an example. As a community was reduced to a heap of rubble with its residents 

relocated elsewhere, whoever stood to rebuild it had the opportunity to do so according to their image 

or perspective. Therefore, it need not surprise us when Modisane reminds of the ΨnativeΩsΩ fate at the 

clutch of the colonial master when writing: 

The public image of South Africa is white, and white is the standard of civilization; what is not white is 

black, and black is the badge of ignorance and savagery, and the (South) African searching for acceptance 

surrounds himself with the symbols and values of white civilization; thus, the successful African is 

immediately identified with white[ness] (1963, p. 59). 

For my father, it was within the public image of South Africa that the township was created, and it is 

in coming to terms with the ripple effects of this imagination in our current situation, that I begin to 

explore what Meadowlands has to offer when thinking and carrying out my acts of self-writing.   

The title of this section ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƭŀǇ-like critique of self-concepts which show a 

binding yet ǳƴŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇΦ Ψ!ǿǳƳŀŘŀƭŀ ǿŀƴǘǎƘǳƳǳΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ǳǎŜŘ 

by many in Meadowlands to dismiss claims which are often made without valid historical or cultural 

referencing. In our discussion, my father uses the phrase to critique what he suspects are self-writings 

that directly or indirectly sustain the historical trappings in which the former government sought to 

regulate blackness.  

For him, the legacies left by Kwaito, Hip Hop and similar forms of cultural expressions seem to have 

diluted struggles once fashioned by previous generations in trying to liberate young people in the 

township from the visible effects of oppression. In explicating his point of view, my father points to 

ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ƻŦ YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩ ŀǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ in recent pagesΦ άIŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎƛŀƴΩǎ ǇǊŜƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǿƛǘƘ ΨǳƪǳƎcwalisela, nokwethola imuve yase ƳŀǎǳōǳǊōǎΩ7 shows a duplicity which on one hand has an 

affection with the township, while on the other hand seeks to surround oneself with symbols familiar 

                                                            
7 Kwesta uses the expression to argue against the premise that music and creative productions from peripheral 
ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΩΦ  
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with suburbiaέΣ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƳŀǊƪed (ibid). Yet again, I have to concede that my father has a point in 

ǘƘƛǎΦ YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ flirtations with representing the township along with aspiring for life in suburbia is also 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ Ƙƛǘ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ΨbƎǳŘΩΣ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ /ŀǎǎǇŜǊ bȅƻǾŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ 5ΦWΦ aŀǇƘƻǊƛǎŀΦ    

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ YƛƭƭŀƪŀƳΣ ƛƴ ΨbƎǳŘΩ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ, D.J. Maphorisa ǎƭƻǿŜŘ Řƻǿƴ WƻŀƪƛƳΩǎ ǊŜƳƛȄ ƻŦΩ /ŀƳƛƴƻ 

5Ŝƭ {ƻƭΩΣ ŀ мфун ƘƻǳǎŜ ǘǊŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ-Belgian group Anthena, into an old school kwaito tempo, 

ǘƘǳǎ άƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǿƻƻȊȅ ōŜŜǊ ŀƴǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜōŜŜƴǎέ (2017). ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ƛƴ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ the music 

videƻΩǎ ŀƭƭŜƎƻǊȅ ǳǎŜǎ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ invested 

YǿŜǎǘŀΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-writing, óbƎǳŘΩ ƛǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƛƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜŦǊŜŜ ōƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ 

of female companions. The narrative begins with Kwesta and Nyovest partying at a local shebeen 

before the celebrations are taken elsewhere to a suburban estate. Kwesta explains this storyline of the 

video when stating:  

ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƳǳŎƘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ 

[bourgeoisie] suburb somewhere. We reversed [the video] so that we started off at the suburban 

ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ώƪƛƴŘ ƻŦϐ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ŀƭƭ ōŜƎŀƴΦ  LǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƴŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

we are here, but telling a story of where we come from is something that would reflect what the 

ǎƻƴƎ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎΥ ŀǇǇŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀǊŜŀǎέ όƛōƛŘύ. 

9ǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘŎƻƳƛƴƎǎ that come with the aspiration of ending up in 

a bourgeois suburb, I also wish to say that socio-political redress is perhaps not the context in which 

Kwesta wishes his music to be consumed and understood. But listening to my ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ views gave me 

a sense that as musicians, artists and people who find themselves at the harsh end of structural 

injustices, perhaps it should become our obligation to not only accept, but also reconsider the forms 

of knowledge that our work or identities puts forth.  Put differently, as a product of our culture, music 

is moulded by a collective DNA, and as individuals who are conscious of the world we live in, music 

becomes privy to our visions of how we wish to accept or alter what already exists.  

Isithakazelo is one of the cultural lenses through which my father pulls the rag underneath my feet to 

extricate an existence once summed by 2Pac when stating that άƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ƛǎ ŀ 

ŘŜƭǳǎƛƻƴέ όмффмΣ ǘǊŀŎƪ, нύΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ aŀƭƻǇŜΩǎ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩ ŀǎ ΨYŀǎƛ aǳǎƛƴƎǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ-part 

harmony, the video does very little to critique the social, historical and ideological circumstances 

which have invested the townshipΩs body politic. ̧ ŜǎΣ Ψ{ǇƛǊƛǘΩ ƛǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ 

perceptions of the township as a medina, yet sadly the director uses circumstances that people seek 

to escape as a means to romanticize the township as art.  

Lƴ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ƭƛƴŜŀƎŜΣ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘǎ ƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƘƻƳŜ 

ǘǊǳǘƘΩ ƻǊ ŀ ΨƘƻƳŜ ǊŜƳŜŘȅΩΦ  A home truth is a form of personal moulding the effects of which are 
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shared and understood within the microcosm of the home. Home truths open up conversations and 

further enquiries into those parts of our history which remain dormant in our personal lives, and it is 

with insights from these conversations that I begin to look at myself and the world around me.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 
 

Part 2 

Shadows from Our Recent Past 

aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ Ǝƻǘ ƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ !ǎ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ L have seen the lasting 

effects of apartheid on our lives, but had not considered my self-concept as complicit in sustaining 

apartheid SoǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜΦ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ reminded me of two 

authors who wrote extensively on how society perceived and defined blackness. In her essay άThe 

Only Reason Anyone Wants To Go To Heaven Is That They Have Been Driven Of Their Land (Out Of 

The Hands Of Their Loved Ones)έ, !ƭƛŎŜ ²ŀƭƪŜǊ ƴƻǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƛŜŦ ŦŜƭǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

and grandchildren for those who were forbidden to read, forbidden to explore, forbidden to question 

ƻǊ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿέ όмффтΣ ǇΦ оύΦ CƻǊ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΣ ǘƘe colonial experience in America had seen her at pains when 

ǊŜŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ άŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦƭŀǿΩ ς that of being black, female, [and] 

ƘǳƳŀƴέ (ibid). Curious of how her ancestors treated the wounds brought on by slavery and its 

aftermaths, ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƴƻǾŜƭ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƻƭƻǳǊ tǳǊǇƭŜΩ όмфунύ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ!ƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ²Ŝ [ƻǾŜŘ /ŀƴ .Ŝ {ŀǾŜŘΩ (1997), enabled her to conceive conversations in 

which she could speak to both her cloǎŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ άǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀǎ 

ŀƴ ŜŀǊǘƘƭƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜέ όмффтΣ ǇΦ оύΦ  

L ŀƭǎƻ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜōǳǘǘŀƭ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ {ǘŜǾŜ .ƛƪƻΣ especially his 1971 

conference proceeding titlŜŘ Ψ{ƻƳŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΩ (2017, p. 44). In explaining the 

necessity of such an account, Biko argues that some African cultural concepts have been poorly 

defined not only by casual non-African readers, but also Africans themselves (ibid). For Biko, these 

concepts have resulted in the misleading premise that black people are readily available objects of 

inquiry, especially in fields such as anthropology where researchers are not expected to have a deep 

understanding of culture, least of all their oǿƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎέ όibidύΦ .ƛƪƻΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ 

were voiced 49 years ago, but such definitions of the African experience can be also seen in projects 

as recent as 2014. Take the exhibition Ngezinyawo: Migrant Journeys as an example.  
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Ngezinyawo: Migrant Journeys 

If you happen to have walked along Jorissen Street between the months of April and July 2014, you 

might have come across a historical black and white photograph of two men posing in worn-out 

clothes and walking barefoot.  If you were curious enough to enter the Wits Art Museum (WAM) and 

learn more about the photograph, you would have spotted a similar historic image comprising of nine 

men8. These striking images served as the draw card to the exhibition Ngezinyawo ς Migrant Journeys. 

Ngezinyawo9 ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǇŜǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ 

through early migrant life. This was surveyed through the eyes of curators and artists working in 

multiple disciplines, ranging from art, photography, film, music, fashion, sculpture, archival 

documents and found objects. And although the exhibition was comprised of visual documentation 

that spanned a period of over 120 years of migration, curators Fiona Rankin-Smith, Peter Delius and 

Laura Phillips also used the show as a conduit to encourage conversations on the complexities of 

migrancy and mining two years after the Marikana Massacre in 2012. This undertaking was teased out 

through a series of photographs which documented sites of illegal mining, and further carried through 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀƴŜƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ΨaŀǊƛƪŀƴŀ !ƴŘ aƛƎǊŀƴŎȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ bƻƻǊ 

Nieftagodien, Kelly Forrest and Dunbar Moodie.  

Personally, L ǿŀǎ ŜƴǘƛŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴŎȅ to create 

relations between the lives of migrants in the 19th century and our current social and economic 

circumstances. As someone who grew up in Meadowlands at a time marred by political violence during 

the 1980s and 1990s, and as someone who has come to value sentiment attached to items that 

ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΣ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ 

these objects as a conduit for conversations on the complexities of memory, ownership, culture and 

politics. Objects such as necklaces, earrings, jackets or knobkerries do not only speak of their intended 

use, but also have an intrinsic cultural and personal value. By this I mean that items carried with as 

part of their journeys are useful in creating critical conversations in which we can speak about migrants 

as people with creative verve and a sense of attachment to their cultures in spite of frustrations 

brought on by dislocation, displacement, and in most cases poor living conditions.  

In her blogpostΣ ΨNgezinyawo: Migrancȅ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ! ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭ [ƻǳǇŜ !ǘ ²!aΩ, art commentator 

wƻōȅƴ {ŀǎǎŜƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ȅƛŜƭŘƛƴƎ άŀƴ ƛƳǇŜŎŎŀōƭŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴŎȅ 

which informs without being didactic, moves without being maudlin and so deeply effecting that your 

                                                            
8 This image was captioned as: ΨaƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ !ǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƛŀƳƻƴŘ CƛŜƭŘǎ ƛƴ {ŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ²ƻǊƪΣ муусΦ !Ǌǘƛǎǘ 
ǳƴǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΦΩύΦ 
9 Which could be tranǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ άƻƴ ŦƻƻǘΩΦ  
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heaǊǘ ǎƛƴƎǎέ όнлмпύΦ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ {ŀǎǎŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

manner in which the exhibition was comprised of multiple segments and installations which were 

accompanied by wall-texts to provide a lens through which the curators thought about the featured 

works. The wall-ǘŜȄǘ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ aƛƎǊŀƴŎȅΩ contextualised the feature when stating: 

While in the early 20th century most African women stayed home to look after their land, livestock and 

children, a significant number did leave for employment in the cities. Finding themselves abandoned 

by their migrant husbands and lovers, some rural women left for the cities in search of informal 

employment, mainly as domestic workers. With the growth of industry and the development of a 

public healthcare system, women took on other roles such as nursing. While domestic workers looked 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ 

ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǿŀȅΦ !ŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ΨōŀŎƪ ǊƻƻƳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

norm. The employment of domestic workers continues to be a feature of middle class South African 

life. 

Another wall-text titled Urban Migrant Life stated:   

Even though they were subject to extreme hardship, physical and emotional control with death an 

everyday prospect, many migrant workers drew on their cultural heritages to create rich and evolving 

objects, music and dance forms.  

Ibantshi (Jacket), (110×83.5 cm). Standard Bank Art Collection. Wits Art Museum (WAM). 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00020184.2014.962874. Accessed: 15/03/2020. 
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I came to understand the latter to imply ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ served as companions through 

a lengthy journey into the unknown, wherein laid an inward negotiation involving memories of what 

was left behind with the expectancy of a better life. Ibhantshi is one of those evolving objects that the 

curators used to exemplify their thesis of how migrants drew value from their cultural heritages. Here 

traditional artistic practices such as bead making were used to alter the aesthetic qualities of a formal 

jacket (associated with urban, western attire) to possibly be re-presented in a different context, or to 

reflect the inherent character of the owner. The aesthetic quality embedded within this and similar 

forms of art led me to think that upon arriving, attachments to their heritage enabled migrants to 

share personal stories which, in the absence of written documentation such as letters or other forms 

of writing, could provide a lens through which we might understand individual and collective 

experiences of being a migrant in the 19th and 20th century. In other words, Ngezinyawo endeavoured 

to curate forms of art that could open accounts in which we see how migrants not only came as 

workers but as people who interacted, traded, shared stories, and more importantly, stayed. These 

were the possibilities presented by the idea of ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ΨǊƛŎƘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ. Embedded 

within their artistic registers are forms of knowledge and self-insertions that could disclose new 

accounts in a registry of South !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ long standing and one-sided history.  

So, as I made my way to the first floor of the museum, I was also looking forward to seeing parts of 

my history as a descendant of people who were migrants.  To my disappointment, the exhibition did 

not yield such nuanced dynamics, neither could I agree to it being heartfelt or deeply affecting. And 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎŀƭŜ10,  but rather on 

what I perceived to be generalisations and stereotypes which were reflected in the photographs and 

other forms of art as documentary ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ DƛŘŜƻƴ aŜƴŘŜƭΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

was taken at the Nancefield Hostels11 in 1991. Although the photographs on show were not titled, 

each photograph had a similar caption with only the verb changing with each paragraph. One of these 

statements read:   

A Zulu migrant worker washes at the communal showers at Nancefield Hostels in Soweto, South Africa. 

Migrant workers spend most of their time working in Johannesburg, returning home to Zululand for 

only a few weeks out of the year. Zulu migrant workers, often supporters of the Inkatha Freedom Party, 

have been involved in recent attacks on African National Congress supporters who also stay at the 

same hostels. 

                                                            
10 In  this exhibition Fiona Rankin-Smith collaborated with professor of history and widely published author 
Peter Delius, as well as with researcher at the Public Affairs Research Institute (PARI) Laura Phillips.  She 
previously contributed to exhibitions Figuring Faith: Images of Belief in Africa (2005) and Halakasha, a soccer 
exhibition mounted to coincide with the 2010 World Cup (Preller, 2010).    
11 Nancefiled hostels are located between Orlando and Pimville (formerly known as Klipspruit) in Soweto. 
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Another photograph with a revised clause readΥ ά! ½ǳƭǳ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǘŜƭǎέΦ aŜƴŘŜƭΩǎ 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

such photographs are, to me, an example of what Biko argued against when saying that some African 

cultural concepts have been poorly defined by casual non-African readers (2017, p. 44).   

Biko was not alone in his view. Psychologist, Author and Activist Chabani Manganyi also shared a 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪΣ Ψ.ŜƛƴƎ .ƭŀŎƪ in ¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩ όмфтоύΦ CƻǊ aŀƴƎŀƴȅƛΣ the white experience is 

so existentially different ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƘƛǘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ 

unhealthy extent in order to move beyond the level of mere description to that of analysis and 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎέ όмфтоΣ ǇΦ фύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ by the photographs, and in the exhibition as a 

whole, seem to be carefully created in portraying hostel residents (and in effect black people) as a 

kind of antiquity, as picturesque, ƻǊ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǇŜΥ ΨWƛƳƳȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ WƻōǳǊƎΩ12. The 

ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ home and belonging solicited visitors of the exhibition into drawing one sided 

speculations about who the migrants were, how they should be understood and what narratives about 

their journeys into urban areas should be noted and remembered. In light of public discussion on land 

ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ ŜȄǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

migrant experience gave the feeling that re-ŀŦŦƛǊƳŜŘ aŀƴƎŀƴȅƛΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻƴ 

Africans by white South Africans were coƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ άŎƭǳŜǎ 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƘŀǊƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎŜέ 

(ibid). I find tƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ migrant journeys as part of the exhibition to affirm a 

narrative formed by aǇŀǊǘƘŜƛŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ that determined one race to be the working class, while 

the other was reserved to own the means of production. Such an undertaking reminds me of Hendrik 

Verwoerd sentiments in response to IŀǊƻƭŘ aŀŎƳƛƭƭŀƴΩǎ ΨWinds of ChangeΩ when stating:  

[There] are people, not only in the Union but throughout major portions of Africa, who brought 

civilisation here, who made possible the present development of black nationalism by bringing the 

natives education, by showing them the Western way of life, by bringing to Africa industry and 

development, by inspiring them with the ideals which Western civilisation has developed for itself 

όάtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎǿŜōέΣ нлмсύΦ    

±ŜǊǿƻŜǊŘΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǎƻƭǾŜ aŀŎƳƛƭƭŀƴΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭǎ to the South African parliament 

on 3 February 1960. For Macmillan, while it was worth congratulating the South African government 

on their endeavours to build a strong economy through sectors such as mining and agriculture, it was 

also worth reminding the union that ever since the end of the roman empire, one of the facts which 

have been consistent in Europe has been the emergence of independent nations. These nations have 

                                                            
12 Jimmy comes to Joburg is a trope that has been loosely used to describe encounters by people from the 
rural parts of South Africa with what Stephen Gray (1985; p. 60) calls the white industrialized city.  
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come into existence over the centuries in different forms and with different kinds of governance, but 

all have been inspired by a deep feeling of nationalism which has grown as the nations have grown. I 

quote his submission to the Union at length when stating: 

In the 20th century, and especially since the end of the war, the processes which have given birth to the 

states of Europe have been repeated all over the world.  We have seen the awakening of national 

consciousness in people who have for long centuries lived in dependence upon some other power. 15 

years ago, this movement spread throughout Asia. Many countries there, of different races and 

civilisation, pressed the claim to an independent national life. Today, the same thing is happening in 

Africa, and the most striking impression I have formed in South Africa since I left London over a month 

ŀƎƻΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ψ!ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩΦ In different places it takes [on] a different 

form, but it is happening everywhere. The winds of change are blowing through this continent and 

whether we like it or not, this growth of national consciousness is a political fact, and we all must accept 

it as a fact and our national policies must take account of it. 

¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ Χ  [because Afrikaner nationalists], have also created a free 

nation, a new nation, and indeed in the history of our time you will be recorded as the first of the African 

nationalism (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c07MiYfpOMw&t=935s).  

aŀŎƳƛƭƭŀƴΩǎ submission gives us a context in which ideologies were already at contest. Therefore, one 

would assume that a historical account of migration in South Africa would consider curating works 

that reflected this state of affairs; of attraction and repulsion, of acceptance and rejection, of 

nationalism and counter nationalisms.  Instead the exhibitions curation of aŜƴŘŜƭΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ǘƻƻƪ 

me back to the concerns raised by art critics Gerhard Schoeman (2013) and Athi Joja (2014). In his 

ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ aƛƪƘŀŜƭ {ǳōƻǘȊƪȅΩǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ, Stuff Barta (2013), Schoeman ƴƻǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 

ǿƻǊƪ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŜǘƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƻƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭΣ άŀƴŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭ ŀǊŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀǊǘέ όƛōƛŘ, p. 

фмύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ .ǊŜǘǘ .ŀƛƭȅΩǎ Exhibition B at the Barbican 

/ŜƴǘǊŜ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ WƻƧŀ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ .ŀƛƭŜȅΩǎ ǇŜƴŎƘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛǎΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘΣ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ 

white people tend to focus on black suffering ǘƻ άŎŀƭƛōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅέ όƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦ усύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣ 

άCovering Islam: How Media and The Experts Determine How We See The Rest Of The Worldέ, Edward 

Said expressed concerns over related issues when noting that anthropologists, educators and media 

houseǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ LǎƭŀƳ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊ ǘƻ ΨǇƻǊǘǊŀȅΩΣ ΨŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜΩΣ ΨŀƴŀƭȅǎŜΩΣ ƻǊ ƎƛǾŜ Ψƛƴǎǘŀƴǘ 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘƛǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ƴŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŜǊƎŜǘƛŎ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ is based on far from objective ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭέ ό1997, 

p. xi). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c07MiYfpOMw&t=935s
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In this exhibition, the curators seemed to have laboured at collecting, displaying and interpreting this 

one-sided account of the migrant experience in South Africa. At first, I thought that maybe a broader 

and more inclusive account of migrancy ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴǊƛŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǊƛŎƘ 

and evolving objects and artworks to broaden an understanding of the topic, but then again there 

might be a possibility that perhaps Fiona Rankin-Smith, Peter Delius and Laura Phillips are still to feel 

the breeze from these Ψwinds of changeΩ.  By this I mean that the cǳǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩs 

journeys as part of the migrant experience might run the risk of contesting the grand narrative of 

ownership and forms of labour in the country. One might even go as far as contending that the 

curators did not need to mouƴǘ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭǎ ƻǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ to South Africa as part 

of the exhibition for they could not, at least without widespread contestation, claim to be alien 

anywhere in the world. It continued the notion that the world was built around them; around their 

ideologies, around their versions of history and their perceptions of others in the worldΦ ±ŜǊǿƻŜǊŘΩǎ 

confidence in reminding the likes of Macmillan that white people brought civilisation to Africa was an 

example of these ideologies at play: to arrive at the tip of a continent, to take over a country and to 

ǎǳōƳƛǘ ΨƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ into a form of labour capital for economic or personal gains.  

It is within this context, and because of efforts to push back at such ideals, that my father takes 

comfort in tracing the ideological, historical and cultural foundations once envisioned by 

ooMbalamajeje. At first viewing ƻƴŜ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘŜŘ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ 

life, but a close reading of the exhibition reveals just how much of the information is a reconstruction 

of migrancy as it interested them. Such interests do not attempt to contest the reoccurring and 

dubious narrative on migrancy in South Africa; a narrative which former Democratic Alliance leader 

Hellen Zille reminded us of when labelling learners from the Eastern Cape, who had moved to the 

Western Cape in search of a better education, ŀǎ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎέ όhttps://mg.co.za/article/2012-

04-20-comment-about-refugees-haunts-zille/ ). As a politician and a public figureΣ ½ƛƭƭŜΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

received the widespread response that it warranted, but projects such as Ngezinyawo seem to exist 

between the cracks of public dialogue or scrutiny, in spite of the prestigious platform of an exhibition 

at a reputable museum. The team involved in curating the exhibition did not have to deal with the 

public discourse and critique of sustaining a one-side account or flat representation of the migrant 

experience in South Africa.  

OƴŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ŀǎ L ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΣ ŀǎƪ oneself the following 

questions: upon which mould or narratives in our history shall one find a more rounded history of who 

one is? What is to be said about this mould? What could be said of the prototype used to form it? 

What should one make of the product cast from this mould? 

https://mg.co.za/article/2012-04-20-comment-about-refugees-haunts-zille/
https://mg.co.za/article/2012-04-20-comment-about-refugees-haunts-zille/
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For my father,  isithakazelo becomes our (familyΩǎ) manifestation of what  Ama Mazama (2001), Molefi 

Asante (1991), Mangus Bassey (2007), Robert Sobukwe (1959), Steve Biko (2017), Thandiswa Mazwai 

(2006) and Herbie Tsoaeli (2012) ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ά a social and ideological lens that contends and rests 

upon our ability to systematically displace European ways of thinking, being, feeling, and so forth and 

ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƎŜǊƳŀƴŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ 

(Mazama, 2001, p. 388). Asante described this as an Afrocentric gesture. άIt is Africa asserting itself 

intellectually and psychologically, breaking the bonds of Western domination in the mind as an 

ŀƴŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŦƻǊ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōƻƴŘǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘέΦ όмффмΣ ǇΦ мтнύΦ It is a sentiment which reminds 

me of Thandiswa Mazwai rhetorical questions when singing: nizilibele ukuba nizalwa ngobani? (2006, 

track, 2). 
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Home Truths  

 

Acculturation II, 2020. 

 

A few weeks after the initial conversation, I came across the same piece of paper. This time the paper 

had been folded and placed between the pages of my ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƛōƭŜΣ as though it has been used 

to mark a page or highlight a text in one of the passages. Once again, I read it, but this time I caught 

myself trying to memorise, thinking of questions to ask, and of the context in which meaning is 

derived.  Mina ndzi nwana wa Khensani, wa Alpheus, wa Nyanisi, wa Semende, wa Mjeli, wa 

Mandlogwani; wa kufka Nhena kufumbiwa yinwana ntokulu wa Mbhalamajeje? Switukulonhuva swa 

Machangana? 9ǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇƭŜŀ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ƻǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙƛǎǘƻrical and cultural contexts 

of his side of the family, I was not content with the attrition of social interactions, memories, forms of 

knowledge or aspirations gathered through my lived experiences in Meadowlands and other cultural 

contexts. By this I mean that I was not content with the wearing out of emotional attachments that I 

developed while living in Meadowlands. I was not yet ready to erode the spiritual teachings gathered 

while a student at Nur-ul-Islam, could not erase the memories spent as a member of the Methodist 

church, or block out childhood aspirations shared with friends. Perhaps the most contentious of these 
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ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƛǎƛǘƘŀƪŀȊŜƭƻ ŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

family.   

Before my father had introduced me to my paternal side of isithakazelo, the more fundamental 

aspects of paying homage to my ancestry has always been through diboko tsa ga Moche13Υ Χbo Kgabo, 

Mokgatla. Moananong wa Mankwe. Moana Nonyana e godimu; ngodikgodi. Ya reng ha a tuka, o tuka 

kgabo; ya reng ha a tuka oba lelakabe. Kgabo e kgubedu; Lekagtlamodula! Added to diboko tsa ga 

Moche were conversations with my grandmother on her times living between townships in the former 

Transvaal. Growing up listening to her life stories and her teachings gave me a sense that conferring 

relevance to my lived experiences in Meadowlands is, in a way, a continuation of a family narrative as 

well as a shared account of how residents sought to turn townships from a site of displacement into 

places for living. Modisane puts this sentiments more eloquently in his grief for Sophiatown when 

writing:  

Whatever Sophiatown was, it was home; we made the desert blossom; made alterations, converted half-

verandas into kitchens, decorated houses and filled them with music. We were house-proud. We took the 

ugliness of life in the slum and wove a kind of beauty; we established bonds of human relationships which 

set a pattern of communal living, far richer and more satisfying ς materially and spiritually ς than any 

housing model could substitute (ibid, p. 16).  

When I spoke of Kwaito as a conduit through which I would understand and adopt the tapestry of 

{ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜŎƪƻƴƛƴƎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣ L ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ or should be isolated 

in its pastness. I understand that the person that I am has been conceived in relation to and through 

ongoing conversations with those who came before me. In this understanding, a sense of who my 

forebearers were is an indirect account of the person I was in the past. Iƴ Ψ.ŜƛƴƎ and bƻǘƘƛƴƎƴŜǎǎΩΦ 

Jean-tŀǳƭ {ŀǊǘǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΥ άώaϐȅ 

past is first of all mine, it exists as the function of a certain being that I am. The past is not a nothing; 

neither is it the present; but at its very source, it is bound to a certain present and to a certain future, 

ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎέ όмфупΣ ǇΦ мсоύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ, of taking 

ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ L ōŜgin to conceptualise and create 

my artworks as a form of self-writing.  On one hand, the body of work produced as part of this research 

represents my sentiments for our family heirlooms. On the other hand, this body of work also seeks 

to reflect conversations that me and my father are currently having. These are what I go on to describe 

ŀǎ ΨIƻƳŜ ¢ǊǳǘƘǎΩΦ  

                                                            
13 This is a Tswana rendition oŦ aƻŎƘŜΩǎ ƛǎƛǘƘŀƪŀȊŜƭƻΦ 
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104b MMutlwa street, photographer unknown. 
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Remembering Kokwane, 2020 

 

Home truths are unpleasant yet true details about yourself. These are mostly disclosed in a nurturing 

manner within a safe space like home or among friends. Using this form of truth telling also enables 

my father and I to look at our views on identity in relation to the lives we lead both as individuals as 

well as a family. So far, our conversations on the subject has seen us cast our identity from separate 

mouldings. In spite of this difference we also concur on sentiments suggesting that an understanding 

of our past is integral to how we view ourselves today. It is with this in mind that I then asked myself 

the question: which aspect of our past should be considered as a mould for my self-writing? This 

exploration serves as a concept for my artistic explorations. Put differently, as a body of work, Home 

Truths creatively seeks to reconcile both me and Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ǿhich aspect of ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 

history necessitates my self-writing.  
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For my father, history has proven the township to be a colonial imposition, and thus most of what 

comes from the township could be attributed to how apartheid conceived of black people in South 

Africa. Therefore, in foregrounding my experiences in Meadowlands and other cultural contexts, I run 

the risk of losing the traditions and customs which link me to the communal culture of my ancestors. 

this means that I lose out on rites of passage, on ceremonial practices, on forms of knowledge and the 

collective conscience of what it means to be Mbalamajeje. To put it differently, I forego the cultural 

practice in which a meaningful account as uMahlaela is understood.  

This positioning got me thinking about him, about my grandparents and how they went about 

negotiating their self-concepts. My grandfather (his father) did not have the privilege of being raised 

by his biological parents. Instead, he was raised in a missionary orphanage in Northern Transvaal. 

Living in an orphanage meant that my grandfather was neither exposed to anecdotes, nor to customs 

which would shed light on his immediate history or closest ancestry. All that he managed to gather 

about his paternal linage ǿŜǊŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǊǇƘŀƴŀƎŜΩǎ ŦƛƭŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ 

on how he became part of their extended family. Besides his times living in Soweto, much about his 

history and in effect our family narrative remains a grey area; no memory of family customs that tie 

us to the spiritual community of our immediate ancestry, no tombstones to remember them by, just 

names and broken narratives which relate us as part of the Mbalamajeje clan within the Tsonga 

indigenous group. This disconnect was further perpetuated by circumstances which saw him working 

in Limpopo, Mpumalanga and Gauteng. My feeling is that growing up in an orphanage, and having to 

move between cities and provinces produces a sense of identity which is familiar with English scholar 

and critical theorist, IƻƳƛ .ƘŀōƘŀΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Unhomely (1992, p. 141). For Bhabha, to be 

ΨǳƴƘƻƳŜŘΩ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜs your understanding of the 

home and the world. He further argues: 

In the stirring of the unhomely, another world becomes visible. It has less to do with forcible eviction 

and more to do with the uncanny literary and social effects of enforced social accommodation, or 

historical migrations and cultural relocations. The home does not remain the domain of domestic life, 

nor does the world become its social or historical counterpart. The unhomely is the shock of recognition 

of the world-in-the-home or the-home-in-the-world (ibid). 

His life, our family history, and our ancestry arise as a piecing together of fragments from his past 

όǿƘŀǘ L ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ŀǎ ΨƘƻƳŜΩύ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ όǿƘŀǘ L ŎƻƳŜ 

ǘƻ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩύΦ !ǎ L ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎΣ L ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƳƛȄ ƻŦ 

ΨŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǳƭǎƛƻƴΩΤ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎΩǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ŀ ƭŀōƻǊ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

various parts of Southern Africa, and how laborers had to arrange themselves under the confines once 

prescribed to them by an oppressive regime. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin describe this mixture of 
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attraction and repulsion to reflect a post-colonial condition ƻŦ ΨŀƳōƛǾŀƭŜƴŎŜΩ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŜǊ 

and colonized are never simply opposed to each other (2002, p. 12). Ambivalence implies that a close 

reading of our family history reveals parts which were on one hand complicit with, while on the other 

hand resisted the confines brought on by colonialism and apartheid. In speaking with my father, I 

cannot help but get the feeling that it is within aspects of resistance that he cautions against my acts 

of self-writing. His reservation suggests if relevance is conferred upon my lived experiences in a 

ǘƻǿƴǎƘƛǇ ŀǘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴƘƻƳŜƭȅΩ will 

remain.  

aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ a moulding to which my names and a feeling of home have thus far 

been attributed, also has a similar account. Her father passed on while my mother was still young. In 

Ƙƛǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ ƻǳǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǊ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ όƳȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊύΣ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘer as 

well as her siblings. Being a victim of multiple forced evictions in the Transvaal, my grandmother would 

often relay accounts of how the state structured social accommodations in a way that disrupted their 

conceptions of home. Some of these included reflections on her childhood experiences growing in 

Grasmere and how her parents were subsequently evicted to live in Evaton, a township in Sedibeng 

(formerly known as the Vaal triangle). I also remember her speaking of how she and her siblings had 

to move to Johannesburg in search of employment wherein they ended up living in Alexandra 

township. As Alexandra swelled towards suburbia, the government decided to group them together 

with those from Sophiatown and Atteridgeville when relocating them to Meadowlands. My 

grandmother used to tell of how she initially resented Meadowlands for not only existing as the 

physical manifestation of her latest dislocations, but also because of how the township became a 

protest site with many of them risking the possibility of arrest or the prospect of another eviction 

when refusing to pay for their accumulated rates and taxes.14  

Writing up these stories also reminded me of a conversation with a close friend over how she and her 

family ended up living in Boipatong, another township in Sedibeng. For Refiloe, life in Boipatong meant 

she and her family of 5 were expected to make do with squeezing themselves into a one-bedroom 

house. Having to sleep on the floor on a daily basis meant that she and her sisters would occasionally 

fall asleep looking at shoes, suitcases and bags of clothes stored beneath a bed that was suspended 

with paint cans. This storage method, coupled with the memory of previous evictions, led her to 

believe that peoples bags were always packed; that her parentsΩ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƻƴ ŀƭŜǊǘΤ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ 

                                                            
14 My grandmother used to speak of how my grandfather, his peers and the majority of people in Zone 1 
Meadowlands used to band together in protest exclaiming:  Ons pataal nie ons phola. Loosely meaning that 
Ψwe ǿƻƴΩǘ pay, we are not moving, in fact we are chillingΩ.   The phrase was an adaptation of the phrase used 
by residents in Sophiatown to protest state sanctioned evictions. The original phrase was ons dak nie ons 
pholaΣ ƭƻƻǎŜƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻΥ Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƘƛƭƭƛƴƎΩΦ  
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over their backs, sensitive to the sound of loud screams, their ear to the ground listening out for 

whispers that something was lurking out there, and probably destined towards them. 

Circumstances resulting in a feeling of unhomeliness are both a personal and collective account. As a 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǳƴƘƻƳŜŘΩ ƛǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ 

haunt us from its shallow grave. My feeling is that a sense of being with others in the world, by this I 

mean a sense of self that is in conversation with a shared experience, should also be cognizant of the 

context which brought us here. To speak of identity politics, bearing in mind our recent history, is not 

a matter of being polemical. Being black brings with it a social and historical reference like no other. 

It manifests itself in where we live, it is reflected in our economic structure with the majority of black 

people living in poverty, we listen and watch as race forms part of political campaigns, and more often 

we care to admit, black people have had to bare the menace of being black in the world.  

Even with Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ŀ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ 

by our melanin, my reservation is that in trying to revitalize and reclaim customs and practices that 

ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻƻaōŀƭŀƳŀƧŜƧŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-conceptions, colonialism has, as Jay Ciaffa alluded in his essay, 

Tradition And Modernity In Postcolonial African PhilosophyΣ άǾƛƻƭŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘŜŘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ Ŏǳƭǘural 

traditions and imposed, with varying degrees of success, European forms of thought and social 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǳǇƻƴ ŎƻƭƻƴƛȊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎέ όнллуΣ ǇΦ мнмύΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǎ 

black people, is in varying ways a navigation of such disruptions. If I was to dismiss the memories and 

emotional attachments associated with how my grandparents negotiated value under those trying 

times, I believe that I run the risk of conceiving acts of self-writing which are detached from the reality 

of what it means to be black and living in the township in these present times. Meadowlands is home 

to me in the same way that others have developed an emotional attachment to their respective 

environments. Isithakazelo is much a part of my identity in the same way I conceived of Meadowlands 

and its cultural expressions. In this way, concessions raised both with regards to Meadowlands and of 

isithakazelo are already complicit in my acts of self-writing.  
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Untitled, 2020 
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The Conversation Continues II, 2020 
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Diphatso, 2020 

 

 

Thoughts on Ukuphahla  

In an attempt to get a clearer sense of these implications, my artistic body of work ŀŘƻǇǘǎ Ψ¦ƪǳǇƘŀƘƭŀΩ 

as a theme. Ukuphahla is widely understood as a process of communicating with or seeking guidance 

from your ancestors. As a gesture of adding to this understanding, I also wish to incorporate my 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ around home truths as another way of seeking guidance. As a practice that both 

of us are already familiar with, ukuphahla opens up a window in which our ancestry can form part of 

the conversations by allowing us to enter a consciousness (through trances, throwing cowries, the 

beating of drum, singing, burning of incense etc..) that allows us to see and understand things which 

cannot easily be articulated into language. Access to these form of truth telling allows us to access the 

spiritual moulding in which the self is also cast. In so doing, the self is not only realised in the physical 

and material sense, but is also formulated in conversation with spiritual community wherein our 

ancestors reside.  
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Tebellong, 2020 

 

¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳƪǳǇƘŀƘƭŀ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨLƴŘǳƳōŀΩ or Emsamu. Indumba is a 

Nguni word meaning a sacred space or place for divination, consultations, diagnosis and healing 

practices. People who grew up in a home that has an indumba often use this as a special place where 

they communicate with their ancestors. For those who do not have a demarcated place in their homes, 

spaces for ancestral consultations are often forged somewhere in the corner of a chosen room. There 

are others who prefer to consult with a Sangoma who would, upon request, intercede the physical 

and the metaphysical world of an ancestor in order to make restitution. There are also others who 

prefer the open landscape as a means to connect with their ancestry and other forms of spirituality.  

An example of the latter is Tebellong. Situated along Welgewonden Road, not far from Residentia train 

station at Zone 6 in Sebokeng, a local resident and Sangoma, Tebogo has marked this as his preferred 

space for divination, consultation and healing practices. For Tebogo, there is a unique relation with 

ukuhahla in open spaces, which is different from the one he has at home. άThis space has, with time, 

come to mean a lot to me as a healer. As much as people answer to their spiritual calling as healers, 

ǎǇŀŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀƴ ǳƴŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎέΣ 

Tebogo explains. (Tebogo, personal communication, 19 November 2019). Tebello is marked using the 

familiar symbols of coloured flags with religious symbols of a cross and an eclipsed moon mounted to 

a pole.  The ground surface in which ukuphahla takes place is demarcated by continued maintenance 

and trimming of the grass. As someone who walks past the site regularly and is familiar with the 
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implied meaning of the mounted coloured flags, Tebellong becomes a kind of intervention amidst the 

busyness of life as people rush home from work or take to their daily errands.  

Being familiar with forging spaces at home or in open landscapes, I became intrinsically drawn to the 

prospect of using certain spaces in our yard a sites for conversing and ukuphahla. As an artist and 

someone who values heirlooms as tangible objects in which identity, relationships and memories can 

be traced, I became drawn to the prospect of revisiting, re-imagining and re-presenting parts of my 

heirloom as artworks. This is how Dipatlisiso and Keabetswe have been realised. 

  

Dipatlisiso 

 

Dipatlisiso I, 2020 
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Dipatlisiso II, 2020 

 

Dipatlisiso III, 2020 
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Dipatlisiso IV, 2020 

 

Dipatlisiso V, 2020 

 


