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SPIRITED FREEDOM TALES FOR PAN-AFRICAN COMMUNITY MAKING: AN AUDIENCE WITH
THANDISWA MAZWAI

Widely considered part of the vanguard of a contemporary
‘post’-apartheid sonic-poetic generation, Thandiswa Mazwai
has remained steadfast in a spiritual and pan-African poetic
orientation. Thandiswa’s talk was hosted by the Feminist
Centre for Racial Justice at SOAS University of London in
partnership with King’s College London’s African Leadership
Centre. It felt quite serendipitous as | was hoping for some
spirit food if you will, to push me through a challenging
writing period, and what a treat it was. While also touring her
most recent project Sankofa (2024) in London, | am grateful
for Thandiswa’s generosity in offering us a seat at the

listening table, sharing a glimpse into the militant
community-bedrock behind her black worldmaking
practice.

Part of an outspoken fiery youth movement in 1990s,
expressed through Kwaito collectives Jack Knife andBongo
Maffin, and as a solo artist from the early 2000s, Thandiswa’s
discography and performativity spanning genres of,
mbaganga, kwaito, jazz, funk, Xhosa rhythms, reggae, has
been consistent to themes of ancestral veneration and oral
memory work as resistance. Her Sankofa album arguably best
embodies these honorific practices routed in and through a
tradition of pan-African poetics (Uhuru Phalafala, 2015; Tsitsi
Ella Jaji, 2014).

Through Sankofa, the title borrowed from Ghana’s Twi speaking Akan
community meaning goback and fetch what has been left behind, Thandiswa
makes it clear that her point of view is both a justice endeavour and an
expression of self-definition outside of colonial imposition. To the point of
feeding her “revolutionary self” through her music, Thandiswa made an
unequivocal claim toward an extra-physical community on whose shoulders she
stands. In true praise oration style, not to be mistaken for a meekness or wanton
humility toward her talents, Thandiswa paid homage to the intellectual and
creative community that have passed onto her the mantle to continue necessary
freedom work. In summoning the spirits of radically formative women in her life
including her late mother anti-apartheidjournalist and activist Belede Mazwai,
Miriam Zenzile Makeba, Brenda Fassie, Sathima Bea Benjamin and Winnie
Madikizela-Mandela, Thandiswa was unequivocal that we must not only return to
source in the vision of Amilcar Cabral’s (1973) imperatives to remember self and
selves in culture, but also carry source with usin our freedom sojourn. In my
reflections through pan-African poetics | have meditated on this notion of
accounting for our memory custodians, and those who embodied a refusal to
forget self in militant creativity. Thandiswa’s offerings on a bitterly cold
Wednesday night in metropole HQ, rang out as an acknowledgement of
intergenerational collaborations behind her craft.

In honouring community contributions, we are also confronted with extensions
of colonial victimhood that are collectively ancestral, and organically of this
physical world. | thought of conversations with my friend, Sharpeville Township
community organiser, performer, and Sangoma Tsoana Nhlapo who told me that
“Your spirit knows...your spirit hears everything”. | thought of Miriam Makeba’s
stirring project Sangoma (1988), acollection of Xhosa ‘spirituals’ passed on from
her mother and grandmother. | thought of simultaneous acts of ancestral
witnessing and violation of spirits homed in felled trees, soil leached, waterways
re-coursed andmountain scapes defaced for ‘precious’ things. Thandiswa in this
gathering presenced and situated herself in a borderless spirit community
stretching beyond her local Xhosa spirit worlds. Following Stephen Bantu Biko’s
Black Consciousness Movement and his rallying cry against what he termed
“spiritual poverty”induced under settler coloniality (1979), | read Thandiswa’s
ancestral beckoning, much like her contemporaries Nduduzo Makhathini, Thandi
Ntuli, Herbie Tsoaeli, Linda Sikhakhane, as an attempt to makeclaims on behalf of
our spirit worlds, for atonement and justice. Tending to psychosocial injury is
how | primarily engage an imperative to forge defiant black life through affirming
the self in spirit community.
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This healing narrative is richly extended in Thandiswa’s
performativity to mean an embodied experience and
simultaneously a moving “out of the body” as she put it to
us[1]. An invitation lies in this duality to speculate, dream a
while. A gesture that in the black radical tradition cannot be
understated. For it is in speculation that we can (even
briefly) transcend structures that seem hellbent on
negating life, but also affirm that our being is not entirely
determined or defined by those very structures. Of course,
this does not imply a dishonest portrayal of ‘escape’ from
the daily material realities that drive struggle. bell hooks’
(1994) defense of the freedoms to theorise and speculative
agency that makes learningand knowledge production a
creative endeavour, has really supported me in reconciling
transcendence within a colonial continuum. Understanding
that our ways of knowing whether it be in our local
cosmologies, our praise poetries, script systems, folktales,
are speculative spaces in and of themselves, helps shed
anxiety around transcendence. Artists like Thandiswa are
aware of this and in many ways, we can see them as
interlocutors for such emancipatory speculation. Not in the
sense of a hierarchical leadership that breeds a sort of
demigod of justice. Rather, evocative of Joy James’ Captive
Maternal (1994) who takes you by the hand and walks with
you into the free unknown.

Above all else, Thandiswa reminds us that she is still a pan-African sonic-poetic
militant, despite how the SouthAfrican post colony may wish to rebrand, co-opt,
and disfigure the efforts of artists of a revolutionary songbook. In response to my
asking how she escapes the tentacles of political party affiliates and opportunists
trying to get in on ‘Thandiswa Fever’ so to speak, she casually replies “They don’t
call me”. As | see it, this statement and Thandiswa’s entire body of work embody a
Not Yet Uhuru declaration in the spirit of Letta Mbulu’s (1994) clarion call to ongoing
‘unfreedom’. In griot-like style, Mam ‘Letta as she is fondly known, and Thandiswa
caution wariness of the liberation imposters who look much like you, speak in your
mother tongue and claim kin, however, are intent on dismembering community by
peddling myths of liberation in siloes of nation-state. A timely reminder that the
strings that tie us together are borderless. Indeed, the work of getting free from
racial capitalism, in Azania (South Africa) and beyond is ongoing and far from
foreclosed.

Sonic Libations

Stimela (The Coal Train) - Hugh Masekela

Soweto - Abdullah Ibrahim

Coconut Jam - Tony Allen, Hugh Masekela

Africa Must Be FreeBy 1983 - Hugh Mundell

Acorda Lumumba - Carlos Lamartine

Candinha - David Zé

Chom’Emdaka - Thandiswa, Ntombethongo

Tapera - Hugh Masekela, Oliver Mtukudzi

One Day Suffer Go Finish - Super Negro Bantous
Mahlalela - Letta Mbulu, Hugh Masekela

Inkululeko - Thandi Ntuli

Oyolima - Chief Stephen Osita

Osadebe with love to Makeba - Thandiswa Angilalanga - Miriam Makeba
Click Song (Country Girl LP version) - Miriam Makeba
Cape Samba - McCoy Mrubata

Omnyama - Nduduzo Makhathini

Mzilikazi - Dorothy Masuka

Ale Gena - Badume’s Band, Selamnesh

Zemene SKETCHES OFAN AFRO BLUE - Khail EI’Zabar
Juju - Black Coffee, Zakes Bantwini

« Amarachi lheke is a doctoral researcher at King’s College London, War Studies
Department. Her working thesis titled: Stimela: Activating Radical
Reconciliatory Imaginaries in Azanian (South African) sonic and poetic
resistance practices, explores speculative communal self-remembering
through black studies approaches and pan-African poetics.



