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A note on the cover

The cover of the book shows three graves: the middle grave is that of Mgqumeni – it stands tall overshadowing the humble graves of his grandparent, one on either side of him. The picture above is taken of interior of the monument – here he is remembered as Mgqumeni, Kwakhe, Khulekani Mseleku. There is no mention of his father’s name, Khumalo. This is not surprising as the gravesite is on the land in front of the Mseleku homestead.
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1
 Introduction


This book is about the life and music of the famous maskanda musician, Khulekani Kwakhe Mseleku/Khumalo known as Mgqumeni. Mgqumeni died before this research began. This is thus a reconstruction of his life built on memory.

Mgqumeni’s world is made here through the stories that people tell as they remember him, through his relationships and through his music. As Casey notes the ‘porousness’, ‘openendedness’ and ‘ongoingness’ of memory gives it the capacity to bridge the gap between time, place and space, and this ‘makes memory a powerful participatory force in the world’ (Casey 2000: 313).

Memory deals with the past but is shaped in the present, and while it remakes the past it can never do so with absolute accuracy. Memories have value as they carry insight into how the past was experienced, but also into the residue that recurs with the passing of time. The process of remembering Mgqumeni does not lay bare the so-called facts of his life. These accounts are not seen as remembered facts. Indeed, I put aside the idea of facts – they are not claimed in this text. The accounts of Mgqumeni’s life are intended as stories that reveal the ‘truth about how the world lives’ (Verghese 2023: 235). The ways people who were close to Mgqumeni remember him, are important indicators of the nature of Mgqumeni’s reality. These memories generate an understanding of the possibilities that were available in Mgqumeni’s world. Sean Field’s descriptor of oral history as 'the art of the possible' (Field in Kaschula 2001: 250) acknowledges the relationship between what actually happened, and what people need to remember happened. These memories were sought as a resource through which a story of Mgqumeni’s life could be told.

This is that story.


[image: A person in a red floral shirt sits under a tree, playing a guitar.]


Figure 1.1  Mgqumeni – photograph provided by Lusanda Xulu (Mgqumeni’s son).



This research has relied heavily on interviews with people associated with Mgqumeni in differing degrees of intimacy. It has been very challenging most of all because the tensions and hostilities that permeated Mgqumeni’s life (and death) continue within the maskanda domain generally and more specifically between people who were closely associated with him. Family feuding and professional jealousy were part of Mgqumeni’s life and had an impact on this research. As my research progressed, it became increasingly evident that I would have to peel away at ‘the stories’ that were told and those that were untold in order to understand who Mgqumeni was, and the world that he inhabited. Some of the interviewees have been open and easy to work with and have happily contributed to the project, a few have been reticent and one or two have been intentionally obstructive and even threatening. The silences of those who were actively obstructive1
 have often left me uneasy in the shadow of their suspicion that this research would undermine their claims on Mgqumeni. I have respected their right not to tell their stories. However, their acts of avoidance were at times not simply that; they were often manipulative and aggressive. That said, my experiences of these interactions have been insightful as they inadvertently pulled me closer to Mgqumeni’s world, enhanced my understanding of some important relationships in Mgqumeni’s life, and rendered palpable feelings of suspicion and threat that permeated Mgqumeni’s own experience throughout his short life.

Remembering may be thought of as an act of care one that demonstrates that someone is valued and that they have contributed in a remarkable way to the world they inhabited. Remembering might be celebratory but it is not necessarily pleasant. Memory is often accompanied by a deep sense of longing for what is lost to the past. Remembering and forgetting play off each other as the past is drawn into the present. This may indeed account for the reluctance of some to speak about Mgqumeni. If ‘remembering is caring for what we remember’ (Casey 2000: 274) then shying away from remembering suggests a lack of care, or fear of caring for that which you are being asked to remember. ‘Is not the way of forgetting a way of obscuring, even of renouncing, the sustaining subsoil of remembering?’ (Casey 2000: 37). The remembering that is reported in this book takes shape as different acts motivated by different intentions that are very dependent on how the interviewee felt about Mgqumeni in the past, and how they were feeling about him at the time when they were interviewed. In the cases where the call to remember by way of participation in an interview with me, was rejected, I was tempted to assume that they preferred to forget Mgqumeni, the man, or Mgqumeni, their cousin or Mgqumeni, their fellow musician. For some this appears to be so, but for others it is not quite so simple. Mgqumeni’s cousins, Sakhiseni and Nelisani for instance have avoided being interviewed and yet the name of their maskanda group, Abafana baka Mgqumeni (Boys of Mgqumeni) overtly recalls Mgqumeni, and certainly suggests that for them Mgqumeni mattered, but perhaps not in the way of care, rather in the way of the opportunity to expropriate and benefit from his name. Their remembering in this way adds to this story of Mgqumeni’s life.


The backstory

This research was initiated a long time ago by a query from Jean Comaroff2
 concerning the story of an imposter claiming to be Mgqumeni. I was recommended to Jean as a researcher of maskanda music. As an admirer of Jean and John Comaroff’s work, I was very surprised (and excited) by the first email I received from Jean asking about Mgqumeni. In 2013 the three of us set out on our first trip to Nquthu. It was a privilege to be a part of their research into the imposter story.

Mgqumeni died on 19 December 2009. He was twenty-eight years old. Three years later, the man later identified as Sibusiso Gcabashe (and indeed other names too) made an appearance claiming to be Mgqumeni. Media reports dramatized and elevated the story with variations of the headline: ‘Maskanda musician Risen from the Dead!’ This resurrection theme permeated most reports and as one may well expect attracted a considerable amount of publicity. Television and newspaper reports showed thousands of people gathering in Nquthu in response to reports that ‘the risen musician’ was to make an appearance in Nquthu, his home town.3



The story of the musician resurrected, and the trial of Sibusiso Gcabashe for fraud and rape in the Pietermaritzburg Magistrate Court highlighted for me a disjuncture between social perceptions and processes that are grounded in different but intersecting ideologies. These ideologies or ways of thinking about the world are shaped in part by a perception of what is possible; a perception of ‘reality’ and indeed of what can reasonably be expected. Reality is understood in this research as a paradigmatic drive that allows for particular ways of understanding the workings of the world that one is embedded in. Of course, it is a problematic term and is never settled as one thing; it should probably be presented in the plural as realities. The Comaroff’s investigation of Gcabashe’s extraordinary claim (extraordinary to me!) triggered my interest in Mgqumeni’s life and his music.4
 While Sibusiso Gcabashe’s claim to Mgqumeni’s identity is but a small part of this book, in retrospect it was indeed a suitable introduction to the world that Mgqumeni inhabited. As the story unfolds this will become clearer.

While my focus is on Mgqumeni, the stories and recollections of Mgqumeni bring to light many other issues that relate to life in South Africa, particularly those issues that are concerned with people’s spiritual beliefs, their relationships with one another and how they negotiate participation in the economy.



Reflexivity: My position as a researcher

The story that I tell here draws primarily from the recollections of people who were close to Mgqumeni, most notably his ‘wives’, MaXulu and KaMajola, his friend Qondani Mthethwa, a group member, ‘Sonakali’ Sifiso Zondi, and his son, Lusanda, producers, Enoch Ndela and to a lesser extent, Shobeni Khuzwayo. I also reference interviews documented on DVDs of his albums, newspaper reports and commentary on social media. The detailed exploration of Mgqumeni’s music and lyrics is used as an active component in the making of this story.


I am a self-conscious researcher, and accept that ‘personal uncertainty is part of the act of research’ (Jammes and King 2021: 12). However, personal uncertainty becomes less problematic when research exposes uncertainty as an accepted way of being in the world for those who are central to the research. Different responses to uncertainty permeate this work, and will become evident as the ‘story’ progresses.

While the emic/etic debate is an old one, I have felt the need to revisit insider/outsider positioning from time to time in response to the changing dynamics of South African society and the way people are positioned in relation to one another. My position in relation to Mgqumeni can be thought of as an outsider because most of the identities that I inhabit are not shared with those that he inhabited. Nevertheless, I do not think that insider/outsider positions are mutually exclusive or always complete. At the beginning of the project, the broad identity categories such as race, gender, class, ethnicity, geographical location and language had some influence on my relationship with the people who are part of this study. As we got to know each other and to develop relationships, broad categories started to dissolve and we could relate to one another with a familiarity that comes from empathy and recognition of our different personalities, histories, roles and experiences. This research has been made possible by the development of these relationships over time. There are many things that bind us (researcher and researched) together such as our common position as South Africans, but more pertinently our common interest in Mgqumeni, in maskanda, and in music generally. There are also many things that keep us separate, including beliefs, language, economic circumstances and education. I have been drawn into Mgqumeni’s world in increasingly more familiar ways because this research has been conducted over a period of more than ten years. The relationships that I have developed with people have determined how freely they have shared their perspectives and insights. As the research progressed the stark distinction between insider and outsider dissipated. In many instances I have communicated both formally and casually with most of the people who feature in this research over this period, and indeed continue to stay in touch with them.

The ethnographic project, as is the case here, is often an encounter with a culture that is not one’s own. This inevitably raises an important question concerning ‘difference’. Is difference an obstacle to the task at hand? Can I tell this story grounded in another culture? ‘The marking of difference is (thus) the basis of that symbolic order which we call culture’ (Hall 330 in Wetherell, Taylor and Yates). In this era of self-conscious identity constructs the ‘symbolic order that we call culture’ is often registered as the property of those who are born into it. There is some resistance not so much to the non-Zulu person researching maskanda but more pointedly to the white person doing this research. The radical assertion of limitations on cultural and racial fluidity in the name of transformation is in my view understandable (because of South Africa’s history of cultural and racial oppression), but it is a form of retribution rather than reparation. My role in reparation has been to work as a cultural activist in a way that gives voice and opportunity to marginalized music and musicians. The recognition of difference in the foundational symbolic order of the cultures of different groups of people is not the same as ‘othering’. Difference is an important tool of understanding other people and nurturing respect, whereas othering implies a hierarchical impingement where the ‘othered’ are marginalized and excluded from the right and opportunity to make their way in the world. Ethnographic knowledge is the product of immersive research. In this project research ‘data’ has been accumulated through different kinds of interactions and is compiled as a tapestry of experience in different permutations mediated through my ‘pen’. This story became mine to tell once I had gathered enough material to have something significant to say as an ethnographer, and perhaps even more importantly once I had established strong relationships built over time particularly with Mgqumeni’s son, Lusanda, with Mgqumeni’s friend Qondani and with my research assistant, Hlengwa Gazide. I first met Hlengwa when he was a student in one of the classes I taught at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. I owe a lot to Hlengwa; he has been an invaluable part of this research. He has been the insider when I have not.


[image: Two individuals sit at a table in a cafe, making hand gestures. On the table are a mobile phone, a voice recorder, and a notebook, indicating a setting conducive to discussion or an interview.]


Figure 1.2  Lusanda Xulu (left) and Hlengwa Gazide (right). Photograph taken by the author.



Herewith I introduce, Hlengwa Gazide in his own words:

‘Hlengwayinkosi Gazide, also known as Gron in the music production space is a young music producer, DJ and former musicology student who also works as a part time research assistant. Hlengwa grew up in a small town called Nquthu found in the outskirts of Northern KwaZulu-Natal. Nquthu is not known for many things except maskandi music, people in Nquthu live and breathe maskandi music and this is because no town in KZN5
 has produced more established maskandi artists than Nquthu. The likes of Izingane Zoma, Mahawukela, Ngane Ziyamfisa, Muhle Khuzwayo, Shobeni, Dlubheke, Jaiva Zimnike, Falabo, Shilisi, Ngiga, Imfezemnyama, Bobo Mfana Wepiki, Mgqumeni and many other
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Neoliberalism – An analytical tool and an ideological stance
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Notes


	1 Other researchers have had the same experiences with two of Mgqumeni’s Mseleku cousins as I did. Sihle Mthembu writing for the Mail and Guardian had a similar experience https://mg.co.za/article/2018-01-26-00-lazarus-rising-strange-case-of-the-two-umgqumenis/


	2 Jean Comaroff Professor of African and African American Studies and of Anthropology, Oppenheimer Fellow in African Studies at Harvard University.

	3 https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2012-02-06-fans-flock-to-home-of-resurrected-musician/


	4 See Comaroff, J and J Comaroff. 2017. The truth about crime: sovereignty, knowledge, social order. Johannesburg: Wits University Press. Pp 125−41.

	5 KZN: KwaZulu-Natal.

	6 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-george-monbiot)

	7 See: Samman, Amin and Earl Gammon. 2023. Click Bait capitalism Economies of desire in the twenty-first century. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

	8 ‘Semiogenetic trajectories can be seen as embedded in a much larger-scale historical-biographical (ontogenetic) and ecosocial-cultural trajectories at the same time as they integrate the much smaller scales of the neural and senso-motor dynamics of the body-brain to their own larger scale dynamics and time scales. A trajectory is a persistence-in-time that arises through the organization of processes’ (Thibault 206: 4).

	9 Kwaito: see Impey, A. 2001. ‘Resurrecting the Flesh’. Agenda, 49: 44−50.

	10 Gqom: see Olsen, K. 2022. ‘Sounding South African township life’. In: Stahl, G and Percival, M (eds) Bloomsbury Handbook of Popular Music, Space and Place. Pp 276.
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