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Dancing Towards Repression: Popular Culture and Politieal
Repression in Malawi, 1960s - early 1990s

In Melawi, &as in African in general, dancé and poetie
performances . are importaﬁt forms of social  discourse:-
Anthropclegical and historicél accounts show that deeds of valour
and moments of joy, sorrow and prosperity were expressed through
popular performances which included dance, neroic recitations, and
_story-telling.2 In addition to conveving socio-political and
cultural messages, these performances were "maps" of individual,

" group and communal experiences.’

Melvin Page has noted that "for even the casual observer, the
impression that coentemperary d&ance in Malawi carries a hneavy
political load is overwhelming".: Wnerever Dr. Hasiings Xamuzu

Banda, the country's former president, travelled, "his coterie" of -

For details see L. Vail and L. White, Power and the
raise Poem: Southern African Voices in Histo
(Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia
and James Currey, 1991), C. Kamlongera, M. Nambote, B.
Soko and E. Timpunza-Mvula,. Kubvipa: Ap Intreduction to
Maplawian Dance and Theatre (Zomba: Research ang
Publications Committee, 19%2); M.E. Page, "Dancing Toward
Freedom: ~ The Malawi Cengress Party and the Popular
Origins of Mass Nationalism in Malawi”. Unpublished
Conference Paper, East Tennessee §State University,
Johnsen City, Tennessee (1983). ’

For a good coverage on this see A.D. Spiegel and P.A.
MeAllister (eds), Tradition 4 Transition in So ern
Africa {(Nevw Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers,
1991). . ) : ;

: YVail énd'White, Power znd the Praise Poem, Chapt.2.

Page, "Dancing Toward Freedom" p.1.
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colourfully dressed women were also found dancing and singing
adulatory songs praising him. Until recently, every political
event in the country was accompanied by performance of

“traditional dances”.

By focusing on the messages and images from some of these
danées énd songs, this paper aims to demonstxatb how party pelities
apprepriated ﬁopular performénces to create and‘entrénch'a Banda-
centred repressive political culture in. the countrvp It'aléo
argues that between 1992 and 1594, the‘samé popular performances
were turned round to challenge,‘and evenpualiy destxoy, thé very'
same culture they had helped to create. Thﬁs, by fosing on-the
messagés and images from these 'performgnces, wa can learn
something about the cquntfy's political culture as well as the

motives and intentiens of its acters.

The paper does hot aimlaf providing a revieﬁ or full coverage
of tﬁe.country'slforms of popular culture. - Neithqr does it intend
to-gat into tﬁg acadgmiq debates on popular cultures and populér'
perfbrmances.5 It is simply concerned with messages énd images

reflecting the common Malawians' perceptions of their political

- Tor debatés see, among others, K, Barber, "Pepular Arts
in Africa" in Afrigan Studies Revisw, Vol.30 no.3
(1987); Spencer ({ed), -Society and Dance (Cambridge:

- Cambridge University Press, .1985); M.T. Drewal, "The
State of Research en Performance in Africa" in Afriean
‘Studies Review Val.34 {19%1); Special issue ¢f Journal of

- Southern African StuQL 8 Vol.,i§ ne.2 {(Jupe 15%0; on

. Popular Culture. ’ - '




worlé.

Populay Performances and Political Consciousness

During the colonlal period (1891~ 1964), ‘popular performances
played an important role in the expressxcn of r951stanca to
colonial domination and capitalist exploitatlon. . Through songs
and dances colonized beople "defined pungent;r,and accurately the
terms of their exploitat-ion"-.7 Throughout Southern Africa, migrant
labourers ideologiéally integrated the spatially discdﬁtinuous
:Woflds of village and town, work and home, by the performénce of
traditional dahces and songs in compouhds and work places.i‘ At
home, resistance to colonial rule was sften'expresseﬂ through dance
and songs like this one from Rkhata Bay, northern Malawi; sang at
tﬁe peak of the nationalist period betwesn lgte 1950s and early

1960s:

e

See J.C. Mitchell, The Kalela Dance (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1956); T.Q. Ranger, DRance
and Socjety in Easterp Africa (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1975)

T vail and White, Power and the Praise Poem, p.41.
‘E D.‘Moddie, "social Existence and the Practice ¢f Personal
Integrity: Karratives of Resistance on the sSouth African
Gold Mines" in Spiegel and McAlllster (eds), Traditionm
. end Transition, PP. 39 - 63.
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We agreed -

Tingupangana, :

M'chaka chiya: 1891 In that year; 1891
Azungu; ku Yurupu Whites in Europe
Anwenye, ku India Indians In Asia
Tafipa, mu Africa Blacks in Africa.

This song was about history, and "it was history".’ It was about
Malawi as a British protectorate which began in 1891. To the
singers, that date was "a date of agreement" that,Nyasaland, was a

_place for blacks. The second verse in the scng reflected that

agreement:

- Tingupangana, . o We agreed,
M'changa chiya: 1891 B In that year: 1891
Asani Mwasambira : ' When vou become educated

Mkajiusanga mwija . . You wiil rule yourselves.

The message is that Malawians viewed British colonialism as &
temporéry measure of protecéionffroﬁ slave trade and Porthguese
‘expansion from Mozambigue. When they "bacame educated” they would
rule themselves. BY the. late 19505—leazly'19605 when this song
became popular, Malawians viewed themsélﬁes as "educated enough” to
rule themselves. . The .song was: also Ebout identity and
aspirations. Malawi was a country for black peﬁple who aspired to

rule themselves one &ay.

What is striking about the nationalist period in Malawi is

that there was an attempt to create a national political identity.

: The phrase comes irom Vail and White, Pow and
Braise Poem, p. 41.. ' '



1f one lisiened to the popular songs of the period, one would not
miss phrases such as "we malawians", "our lénd",.“we are broud of
..." ané many others of that nature, The aim of the resistance was
also clear: self-determination. The target was the whole colonial

establishment right up to the Queen of England:

Queen Elizabeth ' Queen Elizabeth

Mbaya msungwana yuwa " Ch God, the girl
Wangunanga Charu Chidu . Spoiled out land
Wangumanga mafumu She arrested our chiefs
Mu nthazi yake In her powers

- Popular malipenga song from Nkhata Bay.

Colonial authority was portraved as destructive and "disrespectful’ .
of traditional autherity. That "little girl", the Queen of
England, did not respect "Our Chiefs". Thé_piéthre cne gets from
this is that colonial rule did not have a popular -mandate. 1t
fiocated over the heads of colonized people and their socie-

political structures.
Symbols of a national identity were aiso clear: the black
cockerel and the sicgan kwacha - symboiizinq the coming of a new

dawn, a new nation:

Tambala akamalira When. the cockerel crows

Kokolike .... : Kokeliko ........

A malawi ayamba ) Malawidns are proud of
Kunyadira filidemo . freedom, its ‘dawn.
Kwacha.



The  nationalist period thus marked the .first stage- in the
appropriation of popular performances by Malawian political agents.
In the name of the nationalist struggle, politicians emerged as
custodians of traditional dances and other popular pe;fcrmances.
This ‘'was important so as to maintain "Our African way of‘life"”
whiﬁh*was threatened, if not destroyed, by colenial domination. It
was this limited understanding and usagé of popular performances
that'party pelities ih Malawi utilizadita'create a repressive

pelitical regime.

The first signs of this came in the mid-1960s, shortly after
the cabinet crisis in July'1964.11 Cne of the-popﬁlar songs of the
time was an attack con the cabinet ministers who had diségreed with

-Dr. Banda's zuteccratic tendencies:

Moto, Moto, Wavaka E Fire, fire is aplaze

Moto wayaka ’ Fire is ablaze
A Malawi safuna: Malawias don't want:
Chipempbere, Kanyama Chipembere, Kanyama,

Willie Chokani .o Willie Chokani,

Renry Blasius Masauko Chipgmberey W, Kianyama Chiume, and

Willie Chokani were among the ministers and members of parliament

W C.Young and H.XK. Banda {eds}, gg; African Way of Life
(London: United Society for Christian Literature, 1946).

3l . For details on this event see -J.L. Lwanda, Kamuzu Banda
of Malawi: A Study in Promise, .Power a Big

(Glasgow: Dudu Nsomba Publications, 1993);  G.T.N.
Kamwambe, The Tracedy of Malawians: Lecacy of One FParty
Rule (Mojo Press, 1993}; T.D. Williams, Malewi: The
Politics of Despair ({New York: Ithaca, 1978}. -
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who disagreed with Dr. Banda's authoritatian leadership and his
‘acceptance of the proposal for lower-Waées for Africans doing the
came work as their white colleagues.zﬁ Dr. Banda took it as a
rebellion against him, personally. The ministers resigned, some
were dismissed, and fled ihe country into neighbouring Zambia and
Tanzania. Dr. Banda denounced 'them 2s rebels and dissidents.
Anybody with personal; professional, and blood comnecticns with

these people was in'daﬁger‘of being labelled a rebel.

The Cabinet crisis marked the beginnings of a one-man
political culture in the country. "It was at best useless or worst
dangerous to put forward any views that conflicted with [Dr.
Banda's] known precbnceptions".5 He was the Nowazi, the conqueror
and hero, the Licn of Malawi, the government' and . the law:
"Everything I say is law. ;t is a fact in this country’".:é
.Members of the Women's League of thelruling Malawl Congress party

did not miss this point:

i

A Ngwazi ndi bema lero . 'The Ngwazi is the government
Ndi boma, ndi boma He is the government
Sangala kwambiri . He is the government

. We are happy.

i Kamwambe, The I;ggg y_of Malawians, PP. 28-29, Lwenda,
Kamuzu Banda of Malawl, D.64.

Lwanda, Kamuzu Baggg of Nalaw P.2%9,

As gqguoted in Lwanda Eamuzu Banua of Malawi, p 122,
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For Dr. Banda, "The Malawi system, the Malawi‘style is that
Kamuzu says, its just that, -and then its finished".} 'No
opposition was allowed, and the party women from Nkhata Bay sent

that ‘message across:

Afyengi wija " Those who oppose the
Akulimbana ndi moto Ngwazi will burn... will burn
Ngwazi .... A Ngwari The Ngwazi is a hero ....

ndi Chatonda, ndi he is a redeemer ip Malawi

muomboli m'Malawi.

Throughout the 1960s, political Songs reflected Dr. Bands's

consolidation of power and his emerging éuctoracy. He was likened

1

to a marauding lion that devoured oppeosition:

A Kamuzu ndi mkango . ’ ‘ Kamuzu is a lion

ndi mkango, ndi mkange _ he is a lion, he is a lien
Everything in the éountry belenged to him: "Zonse Zimehe Za Kamuzu

Banda, everything belongs.to Kamuzu Banda". Ail‘the people of the

country were supposed to be solidly behind him:

zibvute, 2itani, ' . Come hell or high waters

Ndife a Malawli . - ‘We are behind Kamuzu
Tiri pambuyo pa Kamuzu .. We will die, we will dis

‘Tidzafa, tidzafa We are behind Kamuzu
Tiri -pa mbuyo pa Kamuzu, .

Traditional popular beliefs reinforced this Banda-centred
. political culture. Dr. éan@a was a‘bénafide medical doctor,

eguivalent to, if not ahove, the traditional sing'anga, medicine

Y as quoted in Lwandéa, Kamuzu Banda of Malawi, p.52. -
. A . .



man. In his own werds, “nothing was beyond the ging'anca (medicine
man) and-his mqﬂicine"ﬁi The belief was that Dr. Banda was a
redicine man-"who could heal with words only", AS-John'Lwanda has
observed} he also had a fly whisk, a.symbol of some African

medicine men and women ‘and therefore a symbol of traditional

medical suthority.! His medical and healing powers were extended

to the way he "liberated the country frem colonial rule with worés

1k
only".

Dr. Banda also capitalized on his name: Kamuzu, a "little
root" or & "Little medicine"™ as in the Scottish " a wee miracle”.
As a "medicine man" he could influence the course of political

events by "the timely and jﬁdicious'administ:ation cf appropriate

medicine”, in the fotm of his words, the fly whisk and the slogan

kwacha. 'Lwanda has.argped that Dr. Banda's medical persona may
also have enabled him to mete ouf "harsh punishment ﬁhich kept out
sorcery, theft, adultery and disobedience at a minimum in the name
of maintaining harm_any“15 The present paper argues %that the
fraquentrporftayal of the presidenﬁ as a redeemer, a messiah and

g medicine man in political speeches and popular performances was

important for ideological and politicsl control, Ordinary
- Young'and Banda, Qur African ng of Life, Pp. 19; Lwanda,

Kamuzu Banda of Malawi, p.82
' Lwanda, Kamuzu Banda of Malawi, p.81

 Line from-a Women’s League Convention Song: "Wamkulu
n@ani ku Malawi - whe-is Great in Malawi",

Yrwanda, Kamuzu Benda of Malawi, p.B2.
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.

. Malawians strongly believed that Dr. Banda had the power to hear

dissenting views expressed by people in their Housés or work places
even if he was hundrés or thousands of miles aﬁay:‘

What is striking about the process of the Lrgation'oi‘the
Malawian repressive political culture is how iméges and symbols
from a variety of forms ‘of popular cﬁlture‘we:e borrowed and
fused. 014 indigenous traditions and 5eiieis,‘an& modérn Pspﬁlar
performances came together to create a new political culture.”
Religious concepts of a messiah and Moses were -utilized in

portraying Dr. Banda as a redeemer and saviour as the -women' of

Blantyre sang:

Mose waku Malawi S ‘The Moses of Malawi |
Néiye Kamuzu Banda ‘ is Kamuzu Banda
Adamenya lake Malawi He beat the waters

Taoloka Yerodano : of Lake Malawi.
: S We have crossed Jordan,

It can therefore be argued that despite eleménts of ultra-
conseyvatism in the Banda regime, its repressive culture was highly
creative and innovative,

II
'Entrenchment of Repression
- . ‘ L
By the mid-1970s, Dr, Banda had consolidated his grip over the
country's political life. Scngs by members of thé Women's League

Vshcw'this:

i Lwa_'nda, Kgmuzu Banda of Malawi, p. 81
' 10



Tifuna yani lero: Who do we want

Ngwazi yekha ‘ Ngwazi zlcne .
Winanso ai, winanso ai Nobody else, nobody else
Ngwazi yekha . _ Ngwazi alone,

The president himself insisted on his ministers and followers
to be loval to him ané his party. Loyalty to the president and the
,parfy-was the main qualificaticn for appointment to high positions

in both the party bureaucracy and the civil service.

-Three key factors were centralrﬁo the entrenchment of the
Banéa-centergd repressive political culture in the country at this
time. The first was the expansionrof the “public"_security
éystem. Dr..Banda created parallel security institﬁtions: ~the
Malawi Young Picneers (MYP),.the Police, the Secret Intelligence
Serv1ce (SIS}, the Youth Leaguers, and the Army. DurlngAthe 19705‘
and 19805, the MYP and the $iS, used informers énd 4piants" to
infiltrate the civil service, the party machinery, academic{ and
other insfitutions of civil sociéty. "The creatiecn of the parailel
and compet;ng securlty systems was crucial to the malntenance of
Malawl s repressxva regime. They competeé in their ulsplays of
loyalty ' to Dr.. Banda personally and his political s&stem in
general, in Teturn for recognltlon and favours" %' With these
1nst1tutlons Dr Banda was able to stamp ‘out any" form of overt

dissent, turning the country into "a 1and,whe5e sllence‘ruleg"wn

i W.C.AChirwa "wWe Want Change": Cléaning'House in Malawi"
Southern Africa Report Vol 9. No.4 (March 1394}. p.26.
n Africa Watch, Where 8i ce Rules:. The Suppressin. of

..Dissent ip Malawi (London and New York: Kuman Rights
Watch, 19980). I . :
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The second was the control of the flow of‘information bg a
variety of mechanisms that impeded freedom of expression ang
soéiéi. ﬁolitical and academic discourse, All pu%lications, mbv;es‘
and popular performanées, other than those performed at political

events, were subject to ctontrol by the Censorsﬁip Board.® Even

‘the songs and dances perfbrmed‘at poiitical events were subject to

appreval by officials. of the ruling MCP in cas?-they conflicted
with the pfesident's preconceptions., As Africa watch has noted,
"eontrolling the flow of information [was) cnuqial to the Malawi
Congress Party's [and indeed .Dr. Bands's] monépoly of power";“
ft wes impossibie and dangerous to organize any form of pdliticél
opposition in the country. . |
] i .

The third fagtor was the Qay the MC? and br. Banda himsel{
used popular performaﬁces {o ensure poli?ical submissiﬁn.
Virtually every political event, diplomatie¢ and étate function was

accompanied by “traditional dances". All the sohgs were in praise
: |

"ef Kamuzu: for the roads, bridges, schools, abundant food, and

"development everywhere". The same applied  to par;iamentary

proceedings. For weeks members of parliament "continued to praise

& For details on this see Africa Wat&h, Where Silence
Rules Chapt.9; and. by the s=same authors, Academig
Freedom and Human Rights Abuses in Africa  (London and

New York: BHuman Rights Watch, 1991) pp. 35-40.
: N . |
Africa Watch, Where Silence Rules. p.69.
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_the Ngwazi for having developed the country beyond recognition".?

. In.addition to the three factors above, the president ensureq
* loyalty by emphasizing the importance of women to him, He regarded
himself as a pkhoswe, guardian, protecting his mbumba, women folk.

As early as 1946 Dr. Banda bélieved that:

All the male members of a Chewa family on the mother's
side are pkhgswe to all the female members on the
mether's side ... And being nkhoswe to them you, as a
male and no matter how young yYou are , are a Respeonsible
‘Relative ... When you say they are my "mbumba”, or she js
my mbumba, you are admitting respensibility in law...‘%

Capitalizing on this traditicnal concept, Dr. EBanda became
"Nkhoswe number one" for all the country's womeh. ‘On  every
political occasion, his mbumba, dressed colourfully in pisces cof -

cloth bearing his picture, danced and sang praises around him. .

This had two polit;cal effects. First, capitalizing on 'the
fraditional strengths c¢f the relatiohship between the mbumba and
'theif nkhoswe, "Banda "cemented, 2s no repressiﬁe police could
better, the relationship between himself and both the fural‘énq

urban women. Any dissenting. female voices were completely

i common statement in the House ‘'of Parliament. It can be
found in aimost. any issue of the Hansard: Parliamentary
Progeedincs, for anmy year between 1975 and 1392.

¢ _ Young and Banda, Qur Ajrican way of Lifs, cited in
Lwanda, Kamuzu Banda of Majawi, p.83.
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marginalised"!’ Second, it gave some women,*esPecially those in
the party bureaucracy,.and those close to Dr. %andé, éome say in
ceremenial pelitical matters. Some cof them “us%d'this connectien
and supgrficial power tc Keep their men in chec¥ both politically
and in some cases' at a personal level™. B Anythlng & woman '
reporied to the party on her husbang or any man was taken very

15erlously. The conseguences were obvious: -dlsplsal from work if
the map was an employee, detentien without trial, or, if lucky, a
reprimand from party officials, which would i?clude receiving a
good beating from Yquth Leaguers or Malawi Ydung Pioneers.

‘Women thus became a very effective tool fo# political contrel
by Dr. Barda ard his Haléwi Congresé Party.‘ The%r songs are a good

testimony of the degree of submission to this repressive political
. |

culture:

Tose tikhzle chete ... Let us be quiet

Lero Ngwazi ya wina Be quiet to Kamuzu
..tikhale chete . Ee is the winner

kwa Kamuzu. : : '

"~ Song by Mzimbz women.

. | ) o
By the late ;9705 &nd throughout the 1980s, a political
culture of repression and silence was thus entrenched. .For the
‘ . 5
majority of Malawians pelitical life was non-existent and the

country became "procf that repression can work".? .

v Lwanda, Kamuzu ganda of Malawi, pp 83-84
i Lwanda, Kamuzu ‘Banda of Malaw1, p.84.

¥ africa Watch, Where Silence Rules, p.l.
14
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Repression Challenged

It was not until 1992 that the country's Banda-centred
pelitical culture was openly ¢rallenged, The first te do-this were
catholic bishops in their lentern letter in March that yvear. "We
would .., fail in our role as religious leaders if we kept silent
on areas of concern”, declared the bishops, "... Nobody should
ever have to suffer reprisal for honestly expressing and living up
to their convictions: intellectual), religious , or politiecal”,
They added: '

We can only regret that this is not always the case in

our country.... Academic freedom is seriously restricted;

~ exposing injustices can be considered. a Dbetrayal;
" revealing some evils of our society is seen as slandering
"the country; monopoly of mass media and censocrship

prevent the expression of dissenting views; some people
have paid dearly for their political opinions ...*

For weeks the country was tense. The bishops were intimidated
by the police and party functionaries. Those who dared speak out

in. support of the bishops were arrested and tprthredu

" As Dr..Banda Was about:to consolidate his héld oh thg countxry
aéain, Chakufwa Tom Chihana, a'trade unionist, picked up from
Lwhere the bishops had léftf Bé'danounced the Maiawi_Congress Party
as "a party of death and éarknqss" and‘challenged Dr. Banda to call

for a referendum to let Malawians choose beiween a one-party state

% catholic Bishops, "Living Our Faith": A Lentern Letter
{(March, 19%2). . o ' L
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and a multi-party democracy. Under- ﬁressuéé“irom internal
pelitical groups, the clergy, interrnational donorg and human rights
organizaticné, ﬁr.'Banéa conceded and celled fog a referendum on

17th June, 1992, When the day came, he'suffefed a humiliating

defeat.

During the referendum campaign, there was a: reneﬁed interés;
in popular performances.  Officials of the two major political
groups, the -Alliance for Democracy ({AFORD) gnd the . United
 Democratic Froﬁt {UDF), enérgiéed and mabilizeditheir supporters
with chants of "we want change, we want, chagge", fcllowed by
"Kongresi paulende, paulendo, paulendo" - Congregs on its way out,
on its way out.’rThé motives and intentions éf the referandum
tampaigners and the?r supportefs were clea;ly s%elt out.in these -

chants. Théy "wanted change" ahd a multinarty' system of

government with the Congress out of it.

The -same songs and dances that contributed to the creation
_and entrenchment of a repressive political culturée were now used to

challengs it:

Tifuna yani lero ‘ . Who do|We want
Matipate ... Winanso i Multiparty. Nobody else
aji Winanso ai. Caas Nobody glse multi-party

- matipate, ..

. This would be fdllowed by the chant "Tatopa ndi Kongresi,

talopa nd; Kongr351 - W& are tired of the chgress, we are tlred of
L

ié C |



the COngresﬁ“. The‘targets of‘ﬁhénge were also clear: Dr. Banda
himéélf. his Malawi Congress Party, and a few ministers very cloée
to nim. '

"'The president, once_thé “Lion" of Malawi, was now a hyena: .

Uja m'kati nai mkango o The one they said is

Le, ndi fisi . . a2 lion, is now a
o “hyena. '

'

His Malawi Congress Party, once a sophisticated political

player, was now a loser:

Uja m'kati njododa - ' The one you saié is
le valuza a juggler, is now

a loser

Striking in these chants and songs. was the imagery. In Malawian

forklere; a hverna is an unintelligent animal that does ﬂot move

"during day time. It is afraid of heing seen in the open. That is

what Dr. Bande had become - a weak, unintelligent poli;ician who

.could not face the emetging opposition politicians. His Congress

" Party was no longer a sophisticated jugdler that could play triéks'

on‘the'opposition'pqliticians.

fThe move to a multi-party system of goveérnment was portrayed
as "redemption in death", in a typical biblical fashion. A funeral
SONg Was édopfed to send this message across:.

A Fowazi inu ...... : You. Ngwazi, we are

m'manja mwanu . . ‘no. lenger in your hands
tachoka, a Ngwazi inu. You Ngwazil, we are

Tiri m'manja mwa - : .in the hands of Muluzi
Muluzi, 2 Ngwazi inu o .

17



In its original context the song symbdlizes‘the départire of
a dead person's body and soul fromthe living Wthdfran the way teo
God., In the pelitical context, it was symbeolic Qg-the departure of
‘ the country from Dr. B&nda's control and ;helbeéinniné'qf a "new

Malawi™, ‘

However, Dr. Banda's congress men and wolken d;q not'lose‘
control without fighting back. They were equibly"good at jidbing
at the oppositicn,_énd'employing,imagery to discpedit its motiveél

Notable in thig case was the image of ggngggg;g, miliipede.‘
Congressmen and Women often jokingly inquired: "munali kuti inu-a
bongelele - where were you, you millipedes?” Ip‘Malawian folklore
g millipede is‘g cowardly creature that colls ev?;y time it senses
 danger. The multi-party advocates were portfayed‘ as cowardly

creatures that could not face Dr. Banda when he was at his peak.

Now they were taking advantage of his old age.

To members of the opposition, the bonoololo cdnceﬁt was both

a humoroué éside, and‘a ba@dy joke as well as a true portraval of

their strﬁtegy. It was true that they recoiled whén Dr. Banda was

" at his peak. Whoever has-wétched a millipede move will know thata
after recciling twiée or thrice, the creature will keep moving when,

it senses that there is h; real-danﬁer. Tﬁat is what members of

the opposition did. After a féw-detehtiens, beatings, and verbal

‘reprisals, they decided to forge ahead, and on ;7tthay, 1994, the

Banda - centered repressive culture coilapse.
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The bongolol spirit was ‘well captured in the following poem

1

from the UDF News:

Bongololo, your meekness is the foot-stool
of the body of democracy
Today the train of democracy
Has recopiled, has submitied
Because the criers for freedom
have been insulted
From the o:ficial platforms
Alas, the enemy has not known
That by recoiling itself,
The long body of the marchers
has forged with reaseon
ané determination.
Iv

CONCLUSION
Though the bongololo spirit triumphed on 17th May, 1892, if would
be wrong to assume, or argue, thai popular performances will cease
to play a dominant role in the country's political culture. The
_May'generél elections and change of government offered Malawians
with an opportunity “te. create a new politidal cu‘ture
Un‘ortunately, pOpular performances that played an 1mpcrtant role
in the creation of the 014 repressive culture continue to be party-
dominated; and may therefore be easily manlpulated to srticulate
the interests of pol;tlc;ans, self—lnterested elites, and dom:nant
groups. _Tnis is a poteﬁtiéllyldangérous situation because the

_iésues to be addressed will be controlled by the needs and agenda

ihe UDE News, 24-30 Ma?, 1993, p-6
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of political agencies}! There is z2lso toeo much emphasis on
‘condemning the previous regime instead of creatiﬁg_a wide enough
spate for the airing of views and discussion of iﬁsues as a way of
creating a new political culture. In addition, no attempt is made‘
to revive the natxonal identity and cultural natlonallsm that began
during the period of natiopalism and were nlpped in the bud by the

Banda autocracy and repressive political culture.}

These are areas
where popular culture ard popular performancesiwill play a key

role if given a chance.

Eh For examples elsewhere see L. Gunﬁer, *Forms of Popular
Culture and the Struggle {for Space"” in Journal of

Southern Africa Studies Vol.16 No.2 (June 1990) pp. 203-

204. P. Kaarsholm, "Mental Colonisation or Catharszs°

© Theatre, Democracy and Cultural Strugglé from Rhodesia to
Zimbabwe" and §. Crehan, "Patronage, the State and
Ideology ih Zambian Thea*re" in the same volume PP 246 -
275 and 290 306, respectlvely )
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