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Maskanda Researched

The Parallax View



R



esearch is a complex process. We do research. Many of my nonEnglish-speaking students say, “We make a research,” and this does

indeed describe the research process. Research is after all driven by

conscious action. In this chapter, I describe my consciousness in the act of

research into the maskanda domain. This explanation takes shape as a narrative that moves into maskanda from different starting points as I explore different ways of conceptualizing maskanda, what it becomes, how it is used and

experienced, and of course also what it may mean.

The ethnomusicological project is concerned in the broadest terms with

musical representations of social experience. From its inception as a discipline, ethnomusicologists have recognized music as social practice and

understood that it is embedded in a social context rather than an adjunct

to it. Musical practices are thus seen as taking shape within the framework

of people’s experience. Responses to this view of music within the discipline

have been varied, as ethnomusicologists, like those they study, cannot escape

the ideologies of their day. To be sure, the application of this premise in a

contemporary context is quite different from what it was in the past when

musical cultures were studied as self-contained units. The study of any particular musical practice today inevitably calls for an investigation of a range

of political, social, and economic theories, motivations, and ideals. As a consequence, the ethnomusicologist has to make choices from an expansive,

interdisciplinary theoretical resource. These choices impact significantly on
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how “the field” is conceptualized and represented. A primary issue is how the

researcher positions her- or himself in relation to the chosen field. The idea of

emic and etic positions has indeed been quite prominent in the analysis of the

research process in ethnomusicology. However, recognition of the researcher’s

position as either insider or outsider does not conclude a debate on the nature

of the relationship between the observer and the observed and what is produced as a consequence of their interaction. Although I am in many senses an

outsider—I am after all not a maskanda musician—my engagement with maskanda musicians and what they do means that I am inserted into the field of

maskanda; I become, albeit in a way that is different from those who I study,

part of their world. The most obvious consequence of this insertion can be

seen in the process of gathering information from maskanda musicians. During these interactions, maskanda musicians respond to my presence and to all

that it means to them. Similarly, I respond to them and all that they mean to

me. The story is thus made as a consequence of the interaction between these

two positions. Hence as Žižek expresses in his notion of the parallax, subject

and object cannot be seen as separate entities where observation takes place as

an action that is the prerogative of one party alone, namely, the observer. By

positioning the field within our line of sight the observer automatically invites

an exchange of gaze. The observed is never entirely passive in the representational process or that of making meaning. The observer and the observed are

intertwined positions that produce realities through their interactions. Žižek

describes the parallax as “the apparent displacement of an object (the shift in

its position against a background), caused by a change in observational position that provides a new line of sight.” He elaborates on this “standard definition” by adding:

The philosophical twist . . . is that the observed difference is not simply “subjective,” due to the fact that the same object which exists “out there” is seen from

two different stances . . . it is rather, as Hegel would have put it, that subject and

object are inherently “mediated” so that an “epistemological” shift in the subject’s point of view reflects an “ontological” shift in the object itself. (2006, 17)



This reflexivity between subject and object in the parallax view subverts any

polarization of subject and object as happens in the naming of them as such.

Subject and object cannot be separated as each is inscribed in the other. Each

responds to the other’s gaze in a process that produces realities. Furthermore,

one is never entirely detached from that which one observes since “the reality

I see is never ‘whole’—not because a large part of it eludes me but because

it contains a stain, a blind spot, which indicates my inclusion in it” (ibid.).

Reality is understood not as a something that exists but that is nevertheless
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beyond our comprehension, but rather as the unresolved paradoxes that are

an inextricable feature of our experience of reality. One reality thus cannot

be reduced to another. Phrased differently, my reality cannot be substituted

for that of the musicians whom I study. The “realities” that are articulated

here spring from the varied dialogues that I have initiated with the music

and musicians who are central to this study. Various realities and “truths” are

made in the contexts of these relationships.

Much of the information on maskanda is sourced in the actual music that

musicians produce and in the lyrics to their songs. In these instances the parallax operates in a less obvious way for the music itself does not change in

response to being observed; its meaning, however, does. The context in which

songs are experienced is drawn more purposefully in this instance into the

field of study as a background against which meaning can be sought. Just as

an epistemological shift in the subject produces an ontological shift in the

object, a contextual shift in the location of maskanda (be it across time or in a

geographical location) produces a shift in the meanings attributed to it. At different times maskanda as a body of practice has embraced different positions.

In a contemporary context the range of these positions is far more varied than

they were during apartheid.

A number of different perspectives on maskanda are covered in this book,

and while there are certainly many more perspectives than are covered here,

it is through the relationships between different perspectives that maskanda

and its range of meanings can be understood. Referring to Karatani’s exploration of the critical potential of the parallax view, Žižek asserts the radical

critique to which I aspire, “ . . . not as a determinate position as opposed to

another position but as the irreducible gap between the positions itself [sic]”

(2006, 20). How we understand maskanda is thus dependent on the relationship between varied representations of it. Through paradigmatic shifts

brought about by the ideological perspectives of the musicians and praxial

shifts in the way I have engaged with these different perspectives, it has been

possible to produce a textured analysis that captures the nuances of different

perspectives on maskanda and on transformation in South Africa today.



Maskanda and Transformation

Music making in South Africa today is taking shape in a social environment

that is heavy with expectations of change. The life stories and compositional

choices of contemporary maskanda musicians express the way change is understood and experienced in the current political economy. Meaning is shaped

and attributed in different ways in maskanda. Song, dance, dress, and poetry

all play their part in giving expression to the experience of transformation in
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post-apartheid South Africa. At times songs are heavy with overt commentary;

at other times, the responses to a post-apartheid world are expressed in the

subtlety and nuance of poetic language and musical style.

The concept of change is not only highly politicized in South Africa, it

is also loaded with moral obligations. Politicians frequently call upon the

citizens of this country to embrace change in the hope of freedom, justice,

and equality for all. But how is change understood and experienced by the

“ordinary person”? Does it bring the freedom, justice, and equality frequently

referenced in political rhetoric? In order to address this question (it is by no

means my intention to answer this question conclusively), the presentation of

transformation on different public platforms is compared with the representations of transformation embedded in maskanda.

Transformation ideals are most often seen to be concerned with reversing the consequences of the exclusionary policies of apartheid. This process is most often represented as a postcolonial project that reverts easily

to the categories and constructions made to serve apartheid. The language

of transformation is thus closely entwined with identity discourse. African

Studies is often “littered with suspect second order ‘objectivisms’, sweeping formulations like ‘Bantu Philosophy’ and ‘African Philosophy’ that have

occluded the varieties of native experience for over fifty years” (Mudimbe

1993, 147). It is not as “Zulu” music, or “black” music, that I approach maskanda, but as the music of individuals, people with specific experiences,

experiences that are often the result of a social order built on prescriptive

and controlling notions of identity, particularly ethnic and racial identities.

My desire to avoid a postcolonial tendency to contain identity discourse

within the parameters set out by colonialism has steered this research in the

direction of a phenomenological or even an existential approach to identity

and human experience.

Identity has long since been recognized in social studies as a social construct. Rather than being thought of as a “thing” that is had, it is recognized

as a process in the making, one that is shaped by each individual’s interactions

with the world around him or her. However, the way that these interactions

are conceptualized, talked about, and represented is dominated by the most

powerful elements in society. This study involves the meeting of a range of

different identities (including my own) that intersect with various positions of

power that are themselves constantly being readjusted in the current climate

of political transformation in South Africa. Maskanda performance is packed

with responses to life in South Africa, both past and present.

It was conceived and grew in the unsettled environment of the early twentieth century as a musical response to change. Zulu society had been restructured as a result of the clash between colonial and missionary ideology and
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that of the Zulu nation. It is amid the distortions and disjuncture that followed

from the imposition of radically different ways of seeing, ordering, and making sense of human experience that maskanda has its roots. It is not surprising then that maskanda carries concomitant distortions and disjuncture and is

inconsistent both in its reach across time (with its paradoxical claims on both

tradition and modernity) and in its marking of place. While the ambivalence

of its location may at times be obscured by the emphasis on tradition and the

common assumption that tradition resides in a rural space, maskanda (like its

early proponents) is rooted somewhere between the rural and the urban location with each of these spaces being variously called upon as meaning-making

tools. Similarly, it is marked by musical characteristics that are categorized as

western or European practice and those that are seen as Zulu, without ever

being exclusively one or the other. Maskanda thus can perhaps be thought of

as being positioned in an “in-between” space—one that was not only the place

of the Zulu migrants who first brought maskanda to life in the early decades

of the twentieth century, but also the place occupied by the majority of Zulu

people throughout the apartheid era. However, “in-betweenness” can only be

recognized as such when the domains on either side are constituted as formed

and functional alternatives. Settler (British and other) claims on Zulu land and

labor relied on severe exclusionary constructions of difference and an implied

hierarchy that demarcated and defined the contest over land and labor, and

they sought justification for the pursuit of dominance in Christian ideology.

A dichotomizing logic was soon infused in the everyday life of dominated and

dominant. This logic has also found its way into maskanda, as can be seen in its

dependence on (perhaps even exploitation of) the dialectical tension between

past and present, home and away, rural and urban, and Zulu and western (them

and us) for the making of meaning. The dialectical relationship between tradition and modernity is perhaps the most obvious of any such relationship in

maskanda. Both concepts are heavy with allusion not only to a series of values,

moral judgments, and ideals but also to identities. Up until the 1994 elections,

and indeed even for some time after this landmark in South African history,

maskanda performance was shaped by, and as, the experience of marginalization. Maskanda performers and those who claimed it as their own were alienated from the world of modernity, a domain of exclusivity claimed variously on

the basis of race, religion, ethnicity, class, capital, gender, and more. But theirs

was a kind of double alienation, for their world of “tradition” was lost to ambivalence and disjuncture. The paths of continuity had been disrupted as a result of

the breakdown in familial relationships as young men moved away from their

rural homes for long periods of time in search of work in the cities and towns

and as a consequence of religious and ideological hostility from those in positions of power.



6 | Chapter 1



Excerpt • Temple University Press



For many maskanda musicians, the present is conceptualized as the temporal arena of modernity and the past as the temporal arena of tradition. In

general academic discourse the inaccessibility of the past is recognized as

problematic because it can only be accessed through (often agenda-driven)

reflections and representations that recall fictions constructed in the imagination but set in real-life contexts, whereas in maskanda the inaccessibility of

the past gives it status and immunity. It is no wonder that in maskanda the

past has such an elevated role in the making of meaning. It is constructed as

an idealized location that functions as an allegory for the safety and comfort

of home. What is important here is not that it is an imagined past that is

recalled, but rather why any chosen past has relevance in the present, that is,

how the present motivates and directs the versions of the past that are recalled

in the present. Dominant groups make different pasts to those who exist on

the fringes; the histories of each are constructed according to different principles and “different details emerge because they are inserted, as it were, into

a different kind of narrative home” (Connerton 1989, 19). Positioning maskanda in relation to dominant discourses, be they musical, political, religious,

economic, or moral, is essential to an understanding of the “language” of

maskanda. While the “present is experienced in the context of the past: the

different pasts that are available to us are put to work for different purposes

and the present is directed by these choices” (ibid., 2), so, too, is the past constructed in relation to the present. The way identity has been expressed and

made in and through maskanda is closely tied to its claim on the past. Maskanda has not, however, simply laid claim to tradition as a way of marking its

identity; it has also been represented as tradition.

The task of researching, analyzing, and writing about maskanda music

and the personalities who bring it to life takes place within the pulse and

pandemonium of everyday life in South Africa. The complex multiplicities

of intertwined positions that are part of everyday individual experience disrupt the stark and ordered constructions of unified identities that appear in

the public domain as they are put to work in a range of different situations,

but most obviously for those vying for power. The tools of comprehensibility,

such as the categories and classifications that are given to every aspect of our

lives including music and its performers, may also serve as tools of manipulation in every version of power struggle, be it for power and dominance or as

a means of empowerment, as a way of taking charge of the circumstances of

one’s social existence.
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Maskanda is more than a musical practice. It is a location of experience that

embraces both the creative capacity of the individual and the forces of expectation and prescription that are imposed by its social setting and by its history.

One cannot think of maskanda exclusively as the product of oppressive dominant power structures, where dissent is substituted for complicity. The relationship between culture and society is interactive—as in the parallax each

responds to the other.

Maskanda embraces a variety of “positions.”1 While some positions are

assumed consciously, others seep from the unconscious; some are intentional

action, others are determined by outside ideologies. Each version of maskanda is stamped with something of its creator, and at the same time each one

is brought together as a consequence of a common system through which the

music is formulated and through which it takes shape as maskanda. Maskanda

can thus not be halted in definition. It is in this sense that Bourdieu’s notion

of habitus offers an appropriate way of thinking about maskanda. Rather than

being a static and contained domain, habitus references an acquired system

of generative schemes that produce “thoughts, perceptions, expressions and

actions—whose limits are set by the historically and socially situated conditions of its production, the conditioned and conditional freedom it provides is as remote from creation of unpredictable novelty as it is from simple

mechanical reproduction of the original conditioning” (Bourdieu 1990, 55).2

Dominant discourses that underpin the powerhouses of social, political, and

economic systems have a significant impact on the way culture takes shape.

During apartheid political ideologies were unleashed in action and rhetoric

that forced people to live the identities that were given them. Cultural production was thus severely limited by conditions imposed on society. There is

a direct correlation between the nature of the standards of practice in cultural

formations that are constituted as a body of practice (such as a genre) and

the nature of the dominant, institutionalized formations of power (Bourdieu

1993).

Maskanda is identifiable as such by the existence of particular qualities,

procedural characteristics, and features of style, all necessary definitive features of a genre. The processes through which maskanda evolved as a genre

inevitably involved some formalization of what one might reasonably assume

were the idiosyncrasies of individual expression that must have been part of

the earliest versions of this music. Maskanda emerged as a “constituted body

of practice” during the height of the apartheid era in the 1980s.3 Its path to

formalization was cut both by the political and economic drive of those in

power at that time and by the social resources and musical aesthetics of the
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musicians and the communities who engaged with it. There is a relationship

between the choices that musicians made and what was made available to

them in the political economy of apartheid. As maskanda has evolved over

time, the choices to take on new features and abandon or retain old ones can

indeed be linked (albeit in varying degrees) to the pressures and influences of

institutionalized positions of power. Where there is an overwhelming consistency in the musical style and in the subject matter of the lyrics, there is also

an overwhelming system of dominance in play.

Maskanda’s constitution as a genre not only coincided with the height of

apartheid but also with its entry into the realm of commercial production.

Once maskanda had been recognized as a possible source of income, another

layer of interaction was introduced to its domain. Its “position” as its capacity

to produce capital (cultural capital money), and the relationship between this

potential and the structure, which determined how this capital is distributed

(Bourdieu 1993, 30), altered significantly. The products of its new position not

surprisingly also changed.4

In an environment that is said to be transformative one would expect a

greater emphasis on remaking the maskanda domain rather than reproducing

what has gone before. South Africa’s history of dominance and exploitation,

and the weight of hegemonic formulations of authenticity that are a product of this history, have complicated the relationship between positions and

position-takings in an expressive domain like maskanda where the concept

of tradition is central to the meaning-making process. In the current climate

claims on tradition are often prescribed in order to count as transformative.

These claims are seen as contestations of the order imposed by western hegemony, as if they somehow annihilate the identities given under the oppressive

regime of apartheid and colonialism that preceded it. Irregular vacillations

between notional histories seem to be more easily grasped as transformative

than any creative recourse to the diverse sonic language of the here and now,

or the identities and experiences that occupy everyday life.

Bourdieu does not separate culture practice and social practice into different and separate domains; for him they are interwoven. Culture is played and

plied by social structures, and social formations are confirmed and (perhaps

to a lesser extent) challenged through culture (Bourdieu 1984). As he points

out, often the dynamics of political and ideological struggles are infused in

cultural practices through the “management” of aesthetic sensibilities that

direct perceptions of “how things should be.” This also has significant consequences for the way identities are made. Culture is closely tied to notions of

identity; thus, dominant discourses are often not only behind what is regarded

as appropriate versions of culture but also what constitutes an appropriate

identity in different contexts. Culture and identities are however not entirely
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controllable. Bourdieu’s concern for the role of culture in the reproduction of

social structures is essentially about the self-perpetuating strategies of established institutionalized power constructs. Nevertheless, it is the capacity of

culture to work as such a powerful tool in the perpetuation of dominant institutions that also renders it a powerful tool of resistance and change, albeit

within the constraints imposed by the status quo. A central theme of this study

is just this: it explores if and how some maskanda musicians engage with the

notion of change beyond the platters of prescription supplied by those who

control their world. Following Bourdieu’s assertion that there is a direct correlation between cultural practice and dominant positions of power in society,

particularly those that are institutionalized, I identify some of the motivations

behind maskanda’s development as a constituted body of practice during the

apartheid years. Furthermore, a central paradigm underpinning this project

is that any change in cultural practice must indeed be connected to changes

in the social milieu. Art is not just the product of an artist’s labor, it is also an

expression of the “field” out of which it is produced (Bourdieu 1990, 1993).

There is nevertheless a tension in contemporary maskanda between prescriptions of style, form, and procedure and innovations that are largely a

response to changes in experience, attitudes, and ideals. The idea of change

is often framed so that old and new are “set up” in a comparative, and often

exclusionary, polemic that ultimately defers to struggles over ownership,

the right to particular identities, positions of power, and access to economic

resources.

An essential part of this investigation of contemporary maskanda is indeed

an investigation of how claims to authenticity are made. Taking an existential

perspective, notions of authenticity are seen as constructs that are shaped by

social contexts. The way authenticity is formulated (what is seen as constituting authentic action) is linked to a broader discourse that needs justification

for particular actions that serve specific positions. Signifiers of authenticity,

while they may be represented as fundamental essences distinguishing various categories of identity expressed in sentences that include phrases such

as “women are” or “Zulus are,” are social constructions that are grown in

response to the struggle over positions of power.5 Where marginalization

excludes groups of people on the basis of these identities, dominant groups

strongly direct how signifiers are made.

I return for a moment to culture’s capacity to shape social experience,

focusing not only on the particular features of maskanda as a performance

style per se but also as one that comes with already designated notions of

identity, ownership, location, and social purpose. Music (like other performed expressive genres) stands out as a form of cultural production that

has an immediate and powerful experiential dimension. In the moment of
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