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    To my children: 


    Tumelo, Azande and Akhile, 


    you are my everyday inspiration.
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    You’re probably thinking, ‘Melusi’s Everyday Zulu? Heh, bantu. Who is this Melusi? Why should we care about his everyday Zulu? Why does he even get to have his own Zulu?’


    These are all valid questions. I would have asked them too had I ever come across a similarly titled book by some random author. I’ll try to answer as best as I can, and put you at ease about who I am and how this book came to be. 


    First things first: isiZulu has not been appropriated. I do not have my own isiZulu. IsiZulu used in this book will be familiar to isiZulu speakers. The only reason why this book is titled Melusi’s Everyday Zulu is because I wrote it. Somebody else could have done the same thing, but they didn’t. In addition, I use my take on the world and my experiences as a Zulu man who is navigating his way through twenty-first-century Africa to bring words esiZulu to life in a way that is entertaining and engaging. 


    Okay, now that’s out of the way, let me tell you more about myself and how the book came about. 


    Born in Soweto on the 14th of December 1977, I have been um’Zulu all of my life. 


    If you’re reading this in 2018 when the book was first published, 1977 is forty years ago. If you’re reading this before 2018, you’re a time traveller and I would love to learn your ways, chief. If you’re reading this years after 2018, thank you for keeping the movement alive. 


    I was born um’Zulu in Baragwanath Hospital and have managed to remain um’Zulu since then. There is a brief, dark period where I almost became um’Tswana, but thankfully it didn’t take hold. 


    Throughout my time as um’Zulu I have spoken isiZulu whenever I can. I say ‘whenever I can’ because South Africa has ten other official languages and sometimes you have to speak them. I have no problem with this because I respect and enjoy other languages. I prefer isiZulu, though. It comes more naturally to me. I think, when I was born, I cried in isiZulu. 


    That said, living in Johannesburg and working in corporate South Africa means one also speaks a lot of English. Too much, in fact. One also writes in English way more often than in one’s mother tongue. If you are not careful, you could lose touch with your mother tongue. Many have. 


    The risk this poses to our mother tongues is one of the reasons I started posting an isiZulu word on my Facebook profile every day. Another reason is that I’ve worked in the advertising industry since 1998 and have been disgusted by the disregard with which the industry treats African languages. It matters greatly how advertising treats our languages because the industry spends gazillions of rands every month on creating and running radio ads in those languages. Yet we are bombarded with adverts that often hurt our feelings because of how they treat these languages. 


    I started posting one isiZulu word or expression a day on Facebook in October 2017. I did so on my personal Facebook profile, so only my friends saw the posts. We’d all have a laugh. Then, one day, I came out of a meeting to about forty new Facebook friend requests. 


    This was odd but not alarming, so I went to my next meeting. When I came out of that meeting, I checked my Facebook profile again. By then, I had about three hundred new friend requests. This was definitely alarming. Had my account been hacked? I’d usually get about ten new friend requests a day – what the hell was going on? Before that day was over, I had received about two thousand new friend requests. 


    Even more alarming, the requests were mostly from middle-aged white women. What did they want from me? 


    Then I remembered I had posted the word ‘m’gabe’, a township word that refers to the face you make when you want to show your displeasure or disapproval, or to intimidate someone. I’d explained that the word is derived from the surname Mugabe because when you make that face, you look as pissed off as Robert Mugabe. 


    Since it was posted during the week of the Zimbabwe coup, I figured the friend requests could be from former Rhodesians who thought I was pro-Rhodesia. Which I certainly am not. With hindsight, it makes no sense how I could even have arrived at that assumption. 


    Anyway, I contacted an older white friend (a former employer, who also features in one of the stories in the book), told him about the friend requests, and asked whether he thought they were Rhodesians. I figured that, since he was a middle-aged white person, he’d know how other middle-aged white people think. 


    I was right. He laughed and told me to stop being silly; the requests were probably from people who enjoyed the isiZulu posts and wanted to read more. That put me at ease a bit, but I was still sceptical; my past experiences with white people had left me jaded. 


    Sitting in traffic a little later, I decided, to hell with it. After all, what was the worst thing that could happen? If these people turn out to be racist assholes, I can just unfriend them, I thought.


    So, I began to accept the requests. By this time, the number had risen to two thousand and something, and continued to rise. I managed to accept all that day’s requests, and have accepted many more since. In fact, the following grew to a point where I had to set up a separate Melusi’s Everyday Zulu Facebook page. I now post on my personal page and that page. 


    While running a page that is followed by people from all walks of life and from across the world is deeply satisfying, it is not without its challenges. I have been condemned by Christians for blasphemy. I’ve been called out for misogyny (rightly so) – and I apologised after taking a long, hard look in the mirror. 


    I have had to block racists. But, surprisingly, I’ve had to deal with far fewer racists than I thought I would. That has been one of this initiative’s pleasant surprises. The other surprise is just how much people really want to learn about other people’s cultures. While the page is definitely about isiZulu, the discussions go beyond that; we all learn so much about one another and the fascinating worlds in which we live, love and laugh.


    I am no isiZulu expert. What I do is share what I know, and introduce the language in a fun way. Melusi’s Everyday Zulu is not intended as a language course, but merely to pique your interest in isiZulu. The book is an anthology of some of the jokes and stories originally posted on Facebook, and others that have been written specifically for the book. Enjoy – and, hopefully, learn some words and phrases that will come in handy in your interactions with fellow South Africans.


    MELUSI TSHABALALA

  


  
    Ngibonga …
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    NGIBONGA …I


    My mother turned sixty while I was working on this book, which inspired me to write about this word. ‘Ngibonga …’ is an incomplete sentence that means ‘I thank …’ As in, I thank my mother.


    Ngibonga that she is the best mother I could ever have asked for. That lady had me when she was twenty and it ruined whatever plans she had for herself. Abandoning everything she was busy with, she settled for a life as a domestic worker. This is what she has spent the past forty years doing. It put a roof over our heads, kept us fed and put us through school. 


    Thank you so much. 


    Ngibonga her church buddies for always being there for her, even when her children fail her. Unfortunately it does happen. Not so often these days, though. 


    Ngibonga that she’s such an awesome grandma. 


    Ngibonga that she forgave me for getting myself expelled from the lovely private school she and her employers had managed to get me into. I’m such an ungrateful piece of shit. 


    Ngibonga uZuma for finally stepping down. We no longer have white people rubbing him in our faces. Shoo.


    Ngibonga that the DA will now also have to tell us about their policies, instead of screaming ‘Zuma’ the whole time. What do you stand for, guys? Why should we vote for you?


    Ngibonga that Cyril is a billionaire, because that means he can count up to a billion and beyond. Actually, I lie: I know crooked millionaires who can’t count for shit.


    Ngibonga uHelen Zille for colonialism. It’s been a blast. Yes, I am now crediting her with it. She defends it so much she may as well inherit it.


    Ngibonga i-alcohol for nothing. And for everything. It’s a love–hate relationship, especially on Mondays. 


    Ngibonga that I don’t smoke. It seems really kak.


    Ngibonga my kids for not being complete shits. 


    Ngibonga iKalawa Jazmee for all the good times. Oh, so many good times. 


    Ngibonga the guy who punched me so hard my eye was swollen shut for a week. It helped me see myself clearly. This was a few years back.


    Ngibonga my wife for bailing me out of Sandton Police Station, Douglasdale Police Station and Randburg Police Station. This was before the eye-opening punch.


    Ngibonga you for buying and reading this book.

  


  
    Melusi’s Everyday Politics
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    There is a quote by the Greek statesman, orator and general Pericles that reads, ‘Just because you don’t take an interest in politics, it doesn’t mean politics won’t take an interest in you.’


    Quite ominous, neh? Ominous and true. 


    We should all be interested in politics because it affects our lives. But also because politicians are hilarious. They don’t mean to be, but they are. Okay, Julius means to be funny. He goes out of his way to get laughs. He also goes out of his way to strike fear into the hearts of his adversaries. Eish, that guy. 


    Anyway, I follow politics quite closely and I am not scared to share my views. That said, if my body is found in a ditch somewhere, it’s because of some of the things I say in this section.


    ISONO


    Isono is sin. My most favourite thing in the world. Kidding. I don’t sin. Ever. 


    Isono also expresses pity. We feel pity for everybody, even those who’ve wronged us. Isono, shem. 


    When Silili1 won the ANC presidency, I found myself thinking, Isono ngo Zuma. He’s going to jail. I also found myself thinking, Isono ngo Silili, shem. They are going to give him such a hard time, trying to keep Zuma out of jail. Wooo.


    Then I felt bad for Nkosazana, like, Isono, shem. She backed the wrong side.


    There’s also Ace Magashule, who really should simply have stayed in the Free State. Isono, shem. Now he must answer to all of us and that uncle can’t answer nothing for shit. Isono shem, because we want answers. 


    Isono ngo Mmusi Maimane. Shem, man. Askies. 


    When those EFF kids trashed H&M, I felt so bad for the traumatised workers. Isono, shem. 


    Where is Helen Zille? She told us she stopped washing when Cape Town still had water. Isono nga loya gogo (we must feel pity for that granny). 


    What they’re doing to Patricia de Lille: isono. 


    What she did to the PAC: isono. 


    PAC. Isono.


    Where are Mbhazima Shilowa and his red socks? Isono, shem. Does he even use the Gautrain, formerly known as the Shilowa Express? I bet he is boycotting it.


    Terror is gonna burst a blood vessel. Isono.


    Which homeland did Bantu lead? Was it Transkei or Ciskei? I forget. Isono. 


    Where is Kortbroek? Isono, ’yazi. 


    How much time does Malusi Gigaba spend in front of the mirror? Isono. 


    Lynne Brown, what did you get yourself into? Have you watched that TV series, The Lockdown? Isono.


    Bathabile, R500 000 to get interviewed? Isono, shem. 


    Have you seen that video of those Afrikaner kids getting trained for the war with black people? Shem. Isono. My kids want to be scientists, chefs and race car drivers. Killing people is not part of the agenda. 


    Poor South Africa. Isono. Yoooh.


    But you can’t feel isono for Mangosuthu. No. There will be none of that. He will not allow it at all. 


    DLISA


    Dlisa is versatile word that means many different things, depending on its context. It is derived from dla, which is to eat in isiZulu. 


    In most Nguni languages, dlisa can be used in many different contexts, with each context ensuring a slightly different meaning. 


    Apart from meaning ‘eat’, dla is also ‘spend’, as in ‘The Guptas ate our money’. It also means to forfeit, as in ‘Your thing was eaten’. It can refer to having sex, as in ‘I ate her’, or losing at something, as in ‘Arsenal always gets eaten’.


    As such, dlisa is to feed. It is to be generous, as in ‘uZuma udlisa amaGupta.’ It is to cause to lose, as in ‘uSteve Khompela uyadlisa.’ So, it can go on and on, depending on the context. 


    However, right now, I want to talk about dlisa in the context of feeding someone love muthi so they only have eyes for you. That muthi is called bheka mina ngedwa (only have eyes for me). I don’t know if it works or not, but some people swear by it. 


    My dream would be if we could dlisa our politicians bheka mina ngedwa. Give them umuthi that will make them fall deeply and madly in love with South Africa and South Africans. Thakatha (bewitch) them so all their decisions are made from a place of deep love for this country and its people. 


    Sure, they could still all have their different approaches and policies and we would still vote for the ones that resonate with us the most. However, we would know they all come from a place of love and simply have different views on how to make us – their beloveds – happy. They would also love us equally, regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, religion or creed. There would be no bias and decisions would be made with the interests of the greater collective in mind. 


    Imagine Kallie Kriel and Pieter Mulder being deeply and sincerely concerned about my well-being and the future of my children. 


    Or every South African knowing for a fact that Julius Malema loves them and only wants the best for them, too. 


    Just imagine. 


    PHAPHA


    Phapha is a word and a concept I wholeheartedly believe should be included in the English language. I don’t know how English speakers can get through life without it. However, I do suspect Afrikaans has an equivalent. Because Afrikaans. 


    Over the years, I have tried to find the English equivalent of phapha and have always failed. So many times, I’ve needed to tell someone uyapahapha in English but no English word can deliver the same feeling or impact. 


    The word ‘presumptuous’, while a correct literal translation, sounds too pompous. ‘Forward’ is too simple. ‘Fuck you’ is way too much and reduces you to a foul-mouthed idiot, even if sometimes that’s all you’re left with. 


    Phapha is a derivative of phaphalaza, which is to careen. So, when you phapha, your brain, personality or temperament is like a car that’s out of control, as if it is being ‘driven’ by a stupid, incompetent buffoon. You open your mouth, but words come out your ass. 


    In short, you don’t know how to mind your own business. There is no self-awareness and you have no sense of the world around you. 


    Phapha is a trusted, versatile and effective word that is part of every isiZulu speaker’s vocabulary. Ukuphapha (to phapha) manifests in infinite ways and often ends in tears. It is the default setting of toddlers, politicians and Steve Hofmeyr. 


    Mmusi Maimane, uyaphapha (you phapha). 


    Julius Malema, uyaphapha. But he’s improved tremendously. 


    Fikile Mbalula, uyaphapha.


    Helen Zille, uyaphapha. 


    That EFF lady who always insists on speaking isiZulu in Parliament, uyaphapha. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with speaking your home language anywhere in South Africa, but she’s an attention-seeker. 


    However, ukuphapha can also change the world. Abantu abaphaphayo (people who phapha) are often the flies in the status quo ointment. I imagine Verwoerd often used to think to himself, Daai fokken Nelson Mandela, hy phapha.


    South Africa has many of these kinds of phaphists or omas’phapheni (people who phapha all the time). They are people who will not allow you to bully them into sitting in a corner, sucking their thumbs. They will not be silenced or intimidated.


    Thuli Madonsela is such a phaphist.II Just ask the former president and the Guptas. 


    Cassper Nyovest is also a phaphist. He obviously doesn’t have me in mind when he makes music, but I can respect his hustle. 


    Desmond Tutu has been such a phaphist for longer than I’ve been alive.


    Pravin Gordhan is such a phaphist. If only more Zuma ministers could have had his conviction. Hopefully some of them are going to be facing a different kind of conviction, though.


    Caster Semenya is another such a phaphist. Where does she get off taking on the world like that? We love it. 


    The millions of youngsters living in dire poverty while still chasing their dreams are also such phaphists. 


    Only history will tell us whether Malema is this type of phaphist, or a garden variety phaphist. 


    USATHANE


    uSathane is Satan – the devil. 


    uSathane is not giving us a chance to come up for air. We are still busy dealing with the effects of apartheid, ongoing racism, rampant crime, white supremacy, sexism, homophobia, misogyny, patriarchy, poverty, xenophobia, gender and race-based wage gaps, e-tolls, white monopoly capital, guys with halitosis, a crap education system and drug and alcohol abuse. So, you’d think we have enough on our hands. But no: uSathane goes and adds state capture to the mix. 


    Hhayi, man! Why couldn’t they capture the state later and let us at least finish dealing with what’s already on our plates? Give us a fighting chance?


    uSathane also brought the people of the Western Cape and Eastern Cape crippling droughts, when they least needed them. Not that anyone ever needs a drought. But you know what I mean.


    POPEYE


    Spinach junkie and sailor man Popeye is known and loved the world over. He is the protector of dainty Olive Oyl, the adoptive father of Swee’Pea and the nemesis of Bluto.


    The word ‘popeye’ has been an important part of black South Africans’ lexicon for a very long time. It’s used across the board (not just in isiZulu) as the word for cartoons, comics, animation and graphic novels. From Mickey Mouse, the Bafanas and Dennis the Menace to Superman, explainer videos and Madam & Eve – they are all amapopeye/opopeye. (‘Ama-’ and ‘o-’ are both plural prefixes. In this context, your choice of prefix will depend on regional and personal preference. I’m an amapopeye man. If you use the ‘o’, you will come across as more ‘authentically’ um’Zulu, though.)


    Waking up to the news of 2017’s junk status downgrade by S&P Global, many of us felt South Africa was officially a popeye nation with a popeye economy managed by popeye leaders who were acting at the behest of a popeye president. 


    There were amapopeye everywhere. It was unbelievable.


    Thank goodness the other ratings agencies weren’t as quick to downgrade us to junk. 


    Aside from the politicians, we all have amapopeye in our lives. Some people are married to them. Others work for or with them. Maybe you worship with one or play sport with one. But there is no environment that’s not littered with amapopeye. 


    If you’re in a room and you can’t spot a popeye, then you should know – you’re it.


    When it’s time to get serious, a great phrase to use is isikhathi samapopeye siphelile, which means the time for playing the fool is over. 


    Want your children to know you’re no longer taking their shit? Iisikhathi samapopeye siphelile.


    Want your boyfriend to know you’re no longer bending over backwards? Isikhathi samapopeye siphelile. 


    Your friend wants to know why you don’t drink any more? Isikhathi samapopeye siphelile.


    BEKEZELA


    Bekezela means have patience. 


    But it really has come to mean put up with nonsense. This word and concept have caused black people so much trouble. People stay in terrible jobs because of it. Our sisters stay in horrible relationships and marriages because of it. Some even end up dead because of ukubekezela. We put up with nonsense politicians because of ukubekezela. Bekezela also ruined lives through the Kaizer Chiefs–Steve Komphela shit show.


    I suspect bekezela is what kept Madiba in prison for twenty-seven years. Me, I would have escaped. Twenty-seven years? Aneva!


    From what I’ve seen, people who’ve freed themselves from this bekezela nonsense do much better in life. They are happier in the long term.


    Except for Madiba, of course. His worked. Mara (but). 


    Bekezela goes hand in hand with another nonsense consideration – abantu bazothini (what will people say)? Pay attention to this and you will go nowhere and achieve nothing.


    You can miss me with your bekezela as your boss browbeats you, day in and day out. You can bekezela on your own as your wife feeds you gluten-free swill. Go on, bekezela as your boyfriend runs the streets. Bekezela, as the life you want and deserve passes you by. 


    Or don’t. 


    The next time someone tells you bekezela, respond with ‘Bekezela yamasimba (Have patience se gat),’ then karate chop them in the throat. Usually it’s older black women (moms) who tell people to bekezela. Don’t karate chop them. That’s just not on. In fact, don’t karate chop anyone in the throat, unless they are attacking you. If you’re a black woman, stop telling younger people to bekezela, especially younger black women. They might karate chop you in the throat.


    If our politicians don’t pull finger, and soon, I suspect South Africa’s new slogan will officially be bekezela as things continue to get worse and worse. Come on, say it with me: No more bekezela. Isikhathi samapopeye siphelile (the time for playing the fool, or putting up with fools, is over).


    DUDUZA


    Duduza means to comfort, and is the word on which the names Duduzane, Duduzile (Myeni), Mduduzi (Manana), Helen Dudu-Zille and baba ka Duduzane are based. Oh, the irony. 


    Anyway, enough about this bunch of non-comforters. 


    An uncle of mine once told me that the word duduza comes from the sound made when you hug someone and pat them on the back to comfort them. If that’s the case, how hard were the ancestors patting each other on the back for them to make a ‘du du’ sound? Even if you use a bit of force, it just makes a slapping sound; to achieve a ‘du du’ sound, you have to use a fist and thump the person. I don’t see how that would duduza me. It would just upset me and the other party would then need to be duduza-ed, after getting an earful of swear words.


    Maybe the ancestors were not comforting one another. Maybe they would pull you close, give you a violent thump on the back to knock some sense into you, and tell you to harden the fuck up. 


    ‘What? A leopard ate your girlfriend? Come in for a hug, buddy. Du du – harden the fuck up! The leopard did you a favour. She was a cheetah. Hahahaha, get it? She was cheating on you and a leopard and a cheetah … aargh, never mind.’


    ‘What? Your neighbour lilizelasIII (ululates)2 the whole night as she and her husband go at it and you can’t get any sleep? Come in for a hug, granddaughter. Du du – stop being a sourpuss. Get your own lover to make you lilizela the whole night too. It doesn’t have to be a man.’


    ‘What? The settlers are making you feel inferior? Come in for a hug, son. Du du – grow a spine and stop buying into that bullshit. You’re fucking amazing.’


    Look, I don’t know whether my uncle was telling the truth about the origins of duduza. I doubt he was. In fact, I don’t even think he was my uncle. 


    What I do know is that we shouldn’t wait to be duduza-ed, especially by politicians. We need to harden the fuck up and take matters into our own hands if we want to get anywhere. 


    NJE


    Nje means ‘just because’ and ‘definitely’. 


    It’s a mischievous, deviant and spiteful little three-letter word. Nje can bring adults to tears, topple leaders and cripple countries. There is devastating power in nje. Let me explain with some examples.


    DUDUZANE: Are you really going help me and the Guptas capture the state?


    DADDYZANE: Nje.


    DUDUZANE: Why would you betray the people of this beautiful country and the movement you dedicated your life to?


    DADDYZANE: Nje …


    DUDUZANE: Let’s do it, baba. Let’s do it.


    DADDYZANE: Nje!


    And the rest, as they say, is history.


    Nje was probably also Daddyzane’s undoing.


    DADDYZANE: DD, your branches are going to support NDZ?


    DD (Mabuza): Nje.


    DADDYZANE: Sure sure?


    DD: Nje.


    (A little later) DADDYZANE: DD, why did your supporters go with Silili?


    DD, now DP (deputy president): Nje.


    DADDYZANE: You’re lying. You were always going to screw me so Silili could make you deputy president of the republic.


    DD, now DP: Nje.


    Toddlers, even non-Zulu toddlers, are in a permanent nje mood.


    MOMMY 1: Sipho, why did you bite the dog?


    SIPHO: Nje.


    MOMMY 2: Cindy, did you just glue your sister to fridge?


    CINDY: Nje, bitch.


    MOMMY: Why did you call me a bitch?


    CINDY: Nje.


    Ya, vele (of course), white toddlers swear. They do. I’ve heard them.


    And finally:


    FLOYD: What are we doing tonight, Juju?


    JUJU: The same thing we do every night, Floyd.


    FLOYD: What’s that, Juju?


    JUJU: Try and take over the land.


    FLOYD: Nje.


    BUZA IPASI NES’PESHELI


    Ipasi nes’pesheli is the Zulufied version of ‘pass and special’, as in your South African pass book (dompas) and the special permit that allowed you to be in an area where black people were otherwise not allowed. This, of course, is apartheid stuff. 


    Buza is to ask. It is not pronounced like boozer, because the b is slightly different. The expression is used to indicate that someone is irritating you by asking endless and often prying questions, just like an apartheid cop who is looking for a reason to lock you up. It is used thus: ‘Yini ungibuza ipasi nes’peheli (why are you asking me for my pass book and my special permit)?’ Or: ‘Ungibuza ipasi nes’pesheli … (You’re asking me for my pass book and my special permit …)’ Or: ‘Ungangibuzi ipasi nes’pesheli. (You must not ask me for my pass book and my special permit.)’ 


    Of course, the use of buza ipasi nes’pesheli is meant to make you feel like a terrible (black) person for acting like an apartheid cop. The idea is to get you to back down. 


    Elders often use this tactic when they are caught out by younger people. For example, you think you saw granddad holding hands with one of the magrizas (old ladies) from church, so you want to know what the hell was going on. If he hits you with, ‘Ungibuza ipasi nes’pesheli, ntombazanyana (little girl),’ you just know the old dog is up to no good. 


    Poor gogo. She’s had to deal with fifty years of this shit. 


    I also suspect former Number 1 used this tactic quite a lot at ANC NEC meetings. It works because some of those minsinsila kaSathane (Satan’s butt cracks) were clearly undercover apartheid cops, hence they can’t help themselves and continue to serve interests that run counter to the needs of our people. So, when former Number 1 accused them of acting like apartheid cops, they thought he knew something about their askari pasts. Oh, the devastating power of smallanyana skeletons. 


    Buza ipasi nes’pesheli is, of course, not the only expression derived from apartheid laws and acts of brutality. Take, for example, uzowukhomba umuzi onotshwala.3 Taken literally, this expression means ‘you will point out the home with the booze’. This refers to how, during raids, shebeens would hide their stock – but apartheid police would beat you until you pointed out where the booze was hidden or which house was the shebeen. 


    Back in the late 1980s, whenever my youngest aunt or oldest cousin did something wrong and would not admit it, my grandmother would use this expression and we would know that imvubu (the sjambok) was coming out and we were all getting a beating. I would get a quick one-two because I was years younger than everyone. I would have died if I’d got the same level of sjamboking as them. If one of you messes up, you all suffer. She would have made a great apartheid cop.


    The good thing about imvubu is that it’s flammable. Bye-bye, imvubu. But because that imvubu was cheap, she’d have a new one, ready to go, the next day. Sometimes, she had a few stashed away. 


    UVALO


    Uvalo is fear.


    When excerpts from Jacques Pauw’s The President’s Keepers were first published and the frightening allegations against then-President Jacob Zuma were made public, we were astounded. Yoh! It was sobering stuff. And frightening. 


    Reading the Sunday Times that morning, we all felt uvalo. I found myself thinking, What the hell is going on? Is the president really up to all this stuff? If the excerpt has upset me so, then the contents of the actual book will probably fill me with the highest level of uvalo.


    The concept of uvalo – or, rather, of not having uvalo – has always been a part of our culture. But it gained real infamy when it was used as part of the messaging in the ANC’s 2016 local elections campaign. 


    You remember #asinavalo, right? It was dissected to death in the media and everyone came to learn that it means we have no fear, or we are fearless. What they didn’t tell you is asinavalo can also mean we are shameless. You’d think with so many isiZulu speakers in positions of power in the party someone would have raised their hand and, perhaps, said, ‘Aninyi? (you’ve gotta be shitting me).’


    Maybe it was intentional – a cry for help. They wanted us to know what was happening in the organisation so we would come to their rescue. Instead, we mocked them. Shame on us. Look now.


    Since then, so much more has come to light, but we still don’t know what’s really going on. It’s all too much. I still have uvalo. 


    ISINA MUVA LIYABUKWA


    Isina muva liyabukwa is an expression similar to the English ‘he who laughs last’ or ‘save the best for last’. In the Nguni context, it refers to dancing: he who dances last receives all the attention (sina = to dance; muva = behind or last; liyabukwa relates to buka, which is to look at).


    During the days leading up to his resignation, I imagined Zuma walking out of a meeting of the ANC NEC and saying, ‘Isina muva liyabukwa.’


    NEC MEMBER 1: What the hell does he mean by that?


    NEC MEMBER 2: The expression means …


    NEC MEMBER 1: I know what the expression means. I mean, why the hell is he talking about dancing last? He danced first. And he’s been dancing throughout his term as president. WTF? He doesn’t get to dance last. No. We are dancing last. The recall is the last dance, demmit. It’s the last fucking dance. 


    NEC MEMBER 2: Screw this guy. Let’s take away his bheshu (loincloth), his hawu (shield), isagila (knobkerrie) and izingxabulela (sandals). 


    NEC MEMBER 1: What the hell will that do? 


    NEC MEMBER 2: It’ll leave him without dancing regalia. Surely, he won’t dance without his regalia. 


    NEC MEMBER 1: God, you’re a fucking idiot. Which branch voted you into the NEC? I bet you’re from some Buttfucksdorp in the Northern Cape. 


    NEC MEMBER 2: Hey, man. You’re being a poes now. I’m not the enemy here. 


    NEC MEMBER 1: You’re right. I’m sorry, comrade. What I meant is not having his dancing regalia won’t stop him from dancing. The emperor has been walking around, buck naked, without a care in the world. 


    NEC MEMBER 2: Shit, you’re right. 


    NEC MEMBER 1 (grossed out): We’ve seen his nutsack. 


    NEC MEMBER 2 (almost puking): He’s been teabagging us, man. 


    NEC MEMBER 1: Isende lendlela.4


    (They fall silent.)


    NEC MEMBER 2 (excitedly): I know, I know – let’s cancel the dance altogether. 


    NEC MEMBER 1: That won’t help. He’ll just dance alone and declare himself the winner. 


    NEC MEMBER 2: Isende lendlela.


    IQANDA 


    Iqanda is ‘egg’ and ‘zero’.


    I remember seeing a newspaper headline with the hashtag #ZumaQandA and thinking, What is this now? What has Zuma done to whose egg? Then, the part of my brain that gets English and its concepts switched on, and I realised it was Zuma Q and A. Bloody hashtags.


    This was at a time when newspapers carried story after story of the then president’s endless troubles. When I saw that headline, I immediately felt for the man. Regardless of who a person is, when trouble follows them like that, you have to start feeling for them. Surely, at the height of the media onslaught, he felt he was on a hiding to iqanda and that is a terrible feeling. 


    I know some people are reading this and wondering why I would sympathise with the man, because he brought it upon himself. It’s only human to sympathise, guys. I’m only human. And the ex-president is also human. A human with a big, fat iqanda on his face. We’ve all been there. Maybe not at the same scale, but we’ve all had iqanda on our faces. 


    ULAMTHUTHU


    The expression ‘ulamthumthu – inkukhu yom’shini, enethwa ife’ may seem complicated, but it simply means ‘coddled weakling’. uLamthuthu is the key word here. uLamthuthu is also a type of chicken (a battery hen). 


    The rest of the words just give context. In case you don’t know what a lamthuthu is, inkukhu yom’shini spells it out (literally, ‘machine chicken’), while ‘enethwa ife’ means ‘that dies the moment it gets rained on’. As a complete expression, it means a coddled weakling who, just like a battery hen, cannot handle the rains (of life).


    You see, if you’re going to keep free-range chickens, don’t let a farmer trick you into buying battery hens, as they might roll over and die. They are just not used to the natural environment. 


    So, you can call someone ulamthuthu and be done with it. But for the full effect, you have to use the whole expression. Here’s how the expression might be used:


    ANC GAUTENG: Cyril, Cyril – he’s our man. If he can’t do it, no one can!


    ANC KZN: Don’t tell us about Silili Lamaphosa – that lamthuthu.


    ANC GAUTENG: Did you just call CR17 inkukhu yom’shini?


    ANC KZN: Enethwa ife.


    ANC GAUTENG: How dare you?


    ANC KZN: Yeah, we said it.


    PS: I am not saying Silili is ulamthuthu. I just imagine that’s what (some) people in the KZN ANC think. But he showed them, didn’t he?


    KHUMBULA


    Khumbula means both ‘miss’ and ‘remember’. 


    No, not miss as in, ‘Excuse me, Miss, you’re pretty and all but you need a breath mint.’ Nor is it miss as in missing your ex-husband with your car as you drive away from divorce court. It’s ‘miss’ as in missing Spoti because your ex-wife got him in the divorce. Spoti is a typical township dog name, along with Rex, Danger and Killer, and Spoti doesn’t have to have spots. 


    It makes sense for the same word to be used for remember and miss. However, you can definitely remember people and things without missing them. For instance, I remember Miss Katzourakis (my Geography teacher) but I sure as hell don’t miss her. 


    From early in 2018, the ANC and EFF played out a live version of Khumbul’ Ekhaya, a show on SABC that helps people who are searching for missing family members. We were captivated. Would Julius return to the family he’d left under a dark cloud now that the uncle who used to touch him inappropriately had been excommunicated? Would he abandon his new ragtag family of urchins and an old-school Ben 10 in favour of the big cookie jar he had access to while part of the ANC family? We stayed tuned so we wouldn’t miss out on the unfolding drama. 


    Khumbuza is related to khumbula. Khumbuza is ‘remind’ or ‘cause to miss’. When Cyril first reached out to Juju, did it khumbuza Juju of the good times at Luthuli House? There were some great times, all right. Or did it khumbuza Juju of Marikana? Perhaps it khumbuza-edIV him that Cyril was the one tasked with kicking him out of the family …


    As we remain enthralled by this story, it reminds us that there are no permanent friends or enemies in politics. Hearts get broken all the time. 


    Hey there, DA.


    NDUNA and NSUMPA


    Nduna is both a leader and a pimple. Nsumpa is both a wart and a principal. 


    Now, what do you think that says about our relationship with authority? 


    UNDUNANKULU


    uNdunankulu means ‘premier’. As in David Makhura is uNdunankulu of Gauteng. 


    Nduna is an isiZulu title, meaning chief, headman, commander, boss, foreman, or various other authority figures. It’s also a term of endearment. Nkulu, on the other hand, means big. So, uNdunankula is essentially ‘big boss’.


    uNdunankulu is obviously not to be confused with ndun’ enkulu (ndunu enkulu) which means ‘big ass’. Nduna = chief; ndunu = ass. 


    Of course, there’s nothing stopping someone with a big ass from becoming a premier. In that case, you’ll then have uNdunankulu wendun’ enkulu. We’ve seen this before. 


    There’s also nothing stopping a premier from being a big ass. In this case, we have uNdunankulu oyindun’ enkulu. This, we’ve also seen. 


    uNdunankulu is unisex, so Helen Zille is uNdunankulu of the Western Cape, while Nomvula Mokonyane is the former uNdunankulu of Gauteng. Interestingly, Nomvula once promised to defend former President Zuma with her ndun’ enkulu. While Helen may not have indun’ enkulu, many of the people in Western Cape townships and farms (and beyond) think she is one. 


    (Induna is also a pimple. So, a big pimple is induna enkulu.)


    USOPOLITIKI


    Usopolitiki means politician. 


    The prefix uso- in this instance means ‘one who is involved with’. Oso- is the plural. 


    The reason why politicians are more concerned with politics than serving the people can be found in the construction of the word usopolitiki. We should start calling them political servants or helpers. That way, they don’t go into a career in politics, but into a career of serving or helping the people. 


    In isiZulu, a politician would be um’sizi – helper. Um’sizi is related to siza – to help. 


    Umsizi is also ‘pencil lead’.


    Usizi is sorrow, which is what osopolitiki currently bring us. 


    Interestingly, when listening to or watching weather reports, I always feel usizi for isolated thundershowers. They must be so lonely. Then I remember that rain is not sentient, just like some politicians. 


    UM’HLALA PHANSI


    Um’hlala phansi is retirement. There are two key words here: hlala (sit) and phansi (down). Isn’t that awesome? Sit down and relax. Let the young people run around, making things happen. You’ve done your bit. 


    This is obviously not so great if you didn’t plan properly for your retirement or were unable to because of the field of work you were in or simply because you were unemployed. This is the unfortunate case of so many South Africans. It is heartbreaking. 


    Then you have ANC politicians. Kanti5 is there no um’hlala phansi age in politics? Besides land issues, the only other reason there could be to relook our Constitution is to include an um’hlala phansi age for politicians. Especially for those in the executive. 


    This is not ageism. Ageism is not having an um’hlala phansi age stipulated and enforced. 


    Come on, guys. You know a lot of our politicians need to hlala the fuck phansi and write memoirs. They all have amazing stories to tell and we would love to read them. We would take their life stories over their stale ideas any day. Tell us how you bombed the power station in 1960. Please. We just don’t want your ideas about the Inter-whatchamacallit. Mkhulu and gogo, allow young men and women with new ideas to steer the ship. Please. Hlala phansi. 


    The world over, leaders are getting younger. At the time of writing this piece, France, Ireland and Estonia had elected people who were under forty, while Belgium, Greece, Malta and Luxembourg had gone for under-forty-five-year-olds. 


    Yet we are saddled with apartheid relics on all sides of the ANC spectrum. Now, before you point out that Mmusi is young, let me point you back to the word ‘ideas’. Of course, there is also Malema, but he scares the other kids.


    However, the ANC is probably still going to be in charge for some time. So, it is they who need to retire their elders and inject new blood into their organisation and the country. Looking at the ANCYL, we are in trouble, though. Those ones need to take early um’hlala phansi and piss off. Yes, sit down and futsek. 


    Say it with me, comrades: ‘Um’hlala phansi! Ngowethu!’
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