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1. Title: 

Not as far as "we shall celebrate". But better than "We shall weep" 

Or is it? Why shouldn't we weep? The book has a particular take on this. 

It is a story that tells of Duma, born in a very rural Ndebele area, who is moved to and brought up in a peri-urban village by his grandparents, and is finally taken back home by them. It seems to be set in the early 60s, although this historical periodisation is not strictly adhered to. 

2.  Although it is more than this, the book is also a story that shows beyond the generalities and TRC atrocities, how ordinary life has been so difficult for black South Africans over the years: 

* It shows how rural life gave fixed identity and security of sorts, but also how these were also oppressive. And ironically the book's strongest advocate of rural life, the old man Mabena, had to flee his rural Ndebele area because superstition threatened to kill his grandchild, Duma. Then, there is also the dependence on nature and the way that drought can bring down terrible suffering.  Rural life, in short, is not an idyllic set up - even though, in the book, it is portrayed as preferable to the urban. 

* The book also deals with the difficulties of urban life for black South Africans. There is also uncertainty there, not from the weather, but from police raids and the behaviour of drunken people. (Strangely, there is no evidence of urban crime in this book, even though one would have thought it would have been a major difficulty. But perhaps I am looking at life in the 60s through the prism of the present). 

Reading about the difficulties elicits a sense of respect in the reader for the characters who are buffeted about by events beyond their control. And it evokes a sense of empathy for one of the biggest difficulties they face - namely change. 

3. More than a tale about troubles, this is a book about change:

It echoes Chinua Achebe in ways: the urban is very different to the rural, but even the rural changes. There is a dislocation and displacement from rural roots - which once begun never ends. 

Duma's family flee the village soon after his birth, following the death of his mother by lightning strike. They fear a village elder called Madlozi. They return with Duma as a young man, and the circle is completed with Madlozi struck dead by lightning, and then Duma's grandfather dying in the forest. 

The changes portrayed in the book are in regard to several axes:

* Bantustan policies as experienced by ordinary people, from below. Particularly in the language exclusivism that was enforced in schooling. Ndebele parents have to build their own school because the state one only operates in Tswana.  At the end of the book, their own school is instructed to operate in Tswana. This is not as dramatic as an apartheid assassination of Chris Hani, nor as harsh as torture, but it is a huge set-back for a huge number of people. 

* Change is evident in the new traditions being taught in school - contrary to the grandfather Mabena's views, kids are taught to avoid fighting. 

* The older and more rural generation of grandfather Mabena had no fear of whites, but the book chronicles a different time when urban people were reduced to speaking in whispers about a political leader who was still unknown in the rural areas - i.e. a man described as "The Old Man" sent to prison on the Island for fighting for black people's rights.

* The story also describes the hip image of jazz music and tsotsi-taal in the peri-urban areas, again something new to the rural.

* Changes, albeit slight and rather questionable, in gender roles are portrayed: urban areas women getting drunk, urban school-girls flashing panties for schoolboys.

* The different aspirations of youth - Duma wants to become an urban musician, his grandfather wants him to farm cattle. 

4.  The book signals what change meant for Duma and his grandad, Mabena, but it also has some new things for readers like me. 

* Laduma, which I know as a soccer victory cry, is - in the book - a powerful Ndebele salutation, referring ultimately to the power of lightning. 

* Dagga was pretty integral to the culture of rural male elders among the Ndebele.

* Ndebele patterns aren't just pretty - they have meanings. 

* Ndebele initiation rites are kept secret, even to the modern reader. 

What is also interesting and novel is the sense in reading the book that this is of a time gone by. It is a time that is hugely different to today's - but one that is also not very far away at all. The value of such a book is to preserve a glimpse of the period, before our hurly burly dynamism obliterates all such history from modern memory.

Also new to me was the simple, but vivid natural imagery in the book. There are some leaps in narrative, it seems, such as the grandfather being asked to return to the village which suffers terrible drought, and this theme then seemingly forgotten about upon the family's arrival back home. But still, the freshness of the story and the quality of writing help compensate for such problems.

Listen to this description:

"Next to him stood the oldest woman in the village, the midwife and matriarch, Mamlambo, covered in a blanket of many colours, a headband of beadwork around her pure white hair, the colour of maize on the millstone."

And:

"His bare feet were as rugged as the belly of a chopping block".

5. The book also gave me insight into what seems to be a phenomenon of love-hate relationships with the rural areas of the past.  Masilela's  book reflects an attraction-fear polarity. There is major romanticisation of the rural and the traditional, which seems to triumph in the end, but even this cannot entirely suppress an ambiguity in the book that seems born from a concern about the rigidity and harshness of that life. This seems to say, unintentionally, a lot about the author's deeper mindset. 

6. To a middle-class reader like me, what the book surprisingly does not deal with is life as a struggle against real poverty. Instead, it is a contest against the climate and the clients of apartheid. There is struggle between old and new tradition. But not a struggle against being poor. 

Drought-derived starvation in the rural areas is presented as a supernatural and temporary condition, and not very convincingly. This is certainly no Angela's Ashes book. 

The only real reference to poverty, malnutrition and associated violence is an incident where street urchins threaten the young Duma and his girl friend. As with the absence of crime, therefore, what is not said in the story about poverty then, makes for interest. In a sense, Masilela presents urban (or peri-urban) black life as a given. His grandparents relocate to the settlement from the rural areas, and have no trouble instantly building a house and making a living. Resources for the building of a community school to teach in Isindebele are also not a major hurdle: The residents simply cut up oil drums, hammer them flat and use them for the walls. 

Maybe it is from the vantage point of privilege that a reader like this one is so aware of class and poverty. It may also be that Masilela gives us an inside look here, where many of the people surviving at the lower end simply take for granted their lifestyle, and have little fear of falling out of a net altogether. This is a far cry from the consumerist, materialist and aspirational culture of many others, where poverty is measured by your distance from a BMW.  That culture is entirely absent in the novel. 

7. Masilela's book proclaims in the title and frequently in the text "We shall not weep". This motto is the source of strength and integrity for the embattled grandfather Mabena. On the other hand, it is also part of a masculinity that rejects anything different - even the musical creativity of the young Duma.  

This concerned me in the end, because it is something that is not particularly problematised by Johnny Masilela, himself of course a male. Maybe, Masilela might consider a different representation for his next - eagerly awaited - novel. Because it is the case that people (and especially men) do need to be able to cry sometimes. Certainly, we have more than enough trauma in our past and even in our enduring present to let the tears roll. On the other hand, there are stories told and untold in our country that can achieve this. So, for now, thanks to Johnny Masilela for giving us one where eyes remain dry. 
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