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Preface: Kinshasa is Burning

Whenever things in the field got rea11y tough--when 1was forced to sit on the

emergency brake in the taxi, when the beer was lukewarm, on the 21 st day of the blackout

that affected only our side of the street--these were the limes when 1 really had to wipe my

bmw and breathe through my nose. '''Just keep going," 1 told myself. uNo one ever said it

would he easy." And this was very true. [n fact. of ail the people 1 speke with before

going ta do research in zaire, only two thought it was a good idea Most reacted

sornewhere in between dismay and disbelief. with sorne people seeing it as courageous and

others as foolhardy: Uit's a dangerous place'\ Uit could explode al any lime". ·'might not he

conducive to research". üthers simply said, ·"All the musicians live in Paris. Maybe you

could do your research there." After arriving in Kinshasa. however. it became obvious that

the music scene was very much a1ive, and that most of what 1was led to believe by well­

meaning skeptics was just not true. Kinshasa was was not exploding, it was on tire. AIl

the lime. And it didn't seem to matter.

As part of the requirements for a Ph.D. in Anthropology at McGill University

(Montréal), the field research for this thesis was conducted between Mavof 1995 and June

of 1996. with a retum trip in October and November of 1996. In June 1995--after sorne

initial factfinding among Congolese and friends of Congolese in Brussels and Paris--I

began the actual field research in Brazzaville in order ta ease my arrivai into Kinshasa, but

a1so because [ wantOO to gather information about the distribution networks which are an

imponant complement to the music industry on the other side of the river. Severnl months

after arriving in Brazzaville, 1moved permanently to Kinshasa, but 1had been there

pre\10usly on severa! visits varying from one day ta one week. While in Brazzaville 1was

renting a room from a Zairean family whose contacts in the Zairean embassy faciliated the

logistics of my move.

Once in Kins~ 1continued to conduct research on industry-related issues

(especially the informai networks of cassette distribution, sec ch. 4), but became much

more focused on the activities of musicians and the music lifestyle. It \Vas here that 1

approached a local music group (Generai Defao's Big Stars) and underwent an extendOO

apprenticeship. tirst as a guitarist and later as an araJaku , the musician responsible for the

shouting during the music's fast-paced dance sequences (see ch. 6).
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ln Kinshasa [ made living arrangements similar to thase in Brazza\il1c~ rcnting a

room in the compound of a large family in a middle class neighborhood. Bandalungwa

(Bandal-Moulaert) was ccntrally located and relatively new compared to sorne of the

neighborhoods in the older sections of the city. Living in a Zairean neighborhood gave me

access to general cultural information about family relations and the challenges of everyday

life in Kins~ but it also ensured [ was close to the band~ which practiced and performed

on a regular basis (ch. 7). 1 made no regular incorne as a member of the band~ in fact on

many occasions ccrbandmembers called upen me to provide them with money for

cigarettes~ food and drinks. As 1 will discuss laler (ch. 8)~ the gifls [ made te them 001y

represented a small percentage of what 1actually received in return. In addition to the

money 1 brought with me in the farm of research funding~ 1also warked part-time as an

English reacher at the Zaire-American Language Institute (ZAU), at tbat time associated

with the American Cultural Center in downtown Kinshasa (Ngombe).

During the last six months of my research 1 became increasingJy involved as a

musician and member of the band, and ncar the end of my research [ was approached by

UNICEF-Zaire ta produce an album containing songs about HIV-AIDS, camposed bya

number of musicians that 1 was supposed to select and supervise. UNICEF agreed ta

match my saIary at ZAU and the director at ZAU let me go with her best wishes for a

successful project When it became obvious that the AIDS album could he recorded but not

duplicated before my departure, 1decided in conjunction with the I.E.C. team al UNICEF

that 1 would take the master with me to Cana~ would have it duplicated~ and possibly

retum with the copies of the cassette later that FaU. After a number of bureaucratie hoops

and obstaeles~ and with the fear that Kabila' s regionally-based rebel movemenl might

actually arrive as far west as Kinshasa~ [ retumed to Zaire to finish my worle on the AIDS

album. The duplicated cassettes were supposed to arrive by m~: and 1 was responsible for

producing the accompanying music videos~ parades and promolional cancens.

Unfortunately, in the conlext of the final months of Mobutu' s reign, 1 was forced ta return

home before campleting the project~ and for reasons of political instability and insufficient

funding~ 1 have not been able to retum to Kinshasa since 1996. The V.N. system ooly

recently declared Kinshasa safe for "non-necessary' personnel~ and this ongoing insecurity

probably bas something to do with the fact that 1 have still not laid eyes on the 3,500

cassettes that 1am told arrived in Kinshasa but were never distributed.
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The arrivai of Kabila to Kinshasa obviously disrupted more than my research. As a

long-time [oe of Mobutu~ Laurent Kabila spent most of the lasl 20 years as a self­

proclaimed 'freedom fighter' in the highlands and forests of eastem Zaire. Though he is

believed to have been involved in large-scale smuggling activities during this period of

internaI exile, he was (al least initially) closely associated with the activities of Patrice

Lumumba, the first Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Thus

Kabila~s political trajectory is closely linked with that of Mobutu. The riots which broke

out in 1959 signalled a difficult transition to independence (June 30, 1960), but the

situation in the Congo would not he qualified as a 'crisis' until the Katanga secession sorne

months later. Following increasing tension between Joseph Kasavubu (the tirst president)

and Lumumba, the newly appointed prime minister was dismissed, and Mobutu (then

commander of the newly formed Annie Nationale Congolaise) declared that the country

was under the control of the army. Lumumba went into hiding but was eventuaHy

discovered among his followers in the Kasai region and was assassinated in January of

1961. Anempts al constitutional refonns were onJy made worse by a series of rebellions

which occurred between 1963 and 1965 and the presence of V.N. military forces in

Katanga until 1964. [n 1965 the army, with Mobutu at its helm, look complete control of

the country, and the Second Republic was barn.

The period that followe<L the long rood to political infamy that Young and Turner

(1985) have referred to as the 'rise and decline of the Zairian state', was aJso the period that

mast influenced the context under which [ conducted my research. When Kabila began to

sweep across the huge land mass then known as Zaïre, no one in Kinshasa really believed

he would ever arrive as far as Kinshasa: "He might take Zaïre," they said, UbUl he'll never

take Kinshasa." But Mobutu's declining state of health (due to prœtate cancer) and the

militaI)' and tinancial support of other African leaders in the region (especially Kagame and

Museveni), proved these predictions wrong. In the Spring of 1997, Kabila took Kinshasa~

and Zaire (once again) became the Democratie Republic of the Congo (D.R.C.).

This brier discussion of politicaJ developments in the Congo may be somewhat

misleading since throughout the thesis 1am much more concerned with the stories of

'everyday people' than 1am with the historical 'big men' of Congolese politics. The reader

will notice, for example, that 1have not devoted a special section of the thesis to Mobutu or

Mobutu's policies, Many of which have had a significant influence on cultural production

in the region. This is a topic 1 have decided to reselVe for post-doctoral research beginning

in January 1999.
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As Kabila settles into power~ many people in Kinshasa are still asking who this

man is and what he will do for the Congo. He does not address the nation frequently and

when he does (1 am told)~ he does not speak in either French or Lingala, the two main

languages which are heard and understood in Kinshasa. Kabila has announced plans for

eleelions in 1999 and since bis arrivai the local currency bas stabilized considerably, but

there are growing eoncems over questions pertaining 10 human rights. According to Most

outside observers, the 'bilan' of Kabila"s first year in power is not necessarily reassuring.

From the point of view of most Congolese~a change in leadership does not

necessarily signal a change in politics. For musicians~however~ having a new leader

means having to forge new patron-client relations, and Kabila does not seem ta be as

dependent as Mobutu was on being the subject of praise through popular song (White

1997). But Kinshasa would have none of this false modesty. As saon as Mobutu \Vas

gone, from loudspeakers and radio-cassette players all over the city, musicians could he

heard singing the lalest ·cri de joie': Lui de finesse! J'ai vujanlonllls! 11 a/lIit, 11 afuit!

CKabila! 1 sa\\' Mobutu and he was running awayr). As 1 hope ta show in the pages to

come, music is a lire that fans its own names.

Bob W. White
Longueuil, Québec
July 8, 1998
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by far the most knowledgeable and the Most passionate outside observer of Congolese culture [
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Modernity's Spiral:
Popular Culture, Mastery and the Politics of Dance Music in Cong<>-Kinshasa

Abstract

The contagious sound of Congo-zaire's distinctive popular dance music bas made it a kind
of ~musica franca' of sulrSaharan Africa Despite the music's influence outside of its
country of origin, virtually no research bas been done to explore the history, production
and meaning of the musical style. [n addition to being a privileged feature of Congo­
Kinshasa's culturallandscape, this 'musique moderne' also constitutes a valuable source of
infonnation of the way that 'modemity' is ordered and understood in an African context
'Modernity', l want to argue, is driven by ~tradition', and 'tradition' pulls 'modemity' back
into its sphere of utility, resulting in a never-ending, forever-changing, cultural and politica1
spiraJ. 'Modemism ' , on the other hand, as a stance or ~wayof being' in the world, is used
as a means of gaining mastery over the paradoxes and pleasures of 'modemity's'
condition. Findings are based on fourteen months of intensive fieldwork (1995-1996) in
Brazzaville (Peoples' Republic of Congo) and Kinshasa (Democratie Republic of Congo).
1 conducted research on three basic uni ts of study relative ta Congolese popular dance
music: the music industry, the musical style and the audience. By comparing information
from these three domains of knowledge, [ have attempted ta show not only how music in
Kinshasa is performed, but how it is produced and understood. The ~modem' idiom
through which music expresses itself is interesting in itself, but it aIso highlights the
importance of cuJture and history to the study of popular culture and politics.

La Spirale de la Modernité:
Culture Populaire, Maîtrise, et la Politique de la Musique au Congl>-Kinshasa

Abstrnit

Le son contagieux de la musique populaire urbaine du Cong<rZaire a fait d'elle une sorte de
'musica franca' dans la région de l'Afrique sub-Saharienne. Malgré l'influence de cette
musique en dehors de son pays d'origine, il existe jusqu'à présent très peu d'études au
sujet de sa production~ son histoire et sa signification. Cette 'musique moderne' constitue
un aspect privilégié du paysage culturel du Congo, mais elle nous offre également une
source importante d'information sur la structure et les effets de 'Ia modernité' dans un
contexte Africain. L'argument principal propose que 'la modernité' est rendue possible par
'Ia tradition', et que 'la tradition' utilise constamment 'la modernité' pour ses propres
besoins, une dynamique qui fonctionne en spirale, toujours sans fin, toujours différent, et à
la base autant politique que culturelle. 'Le modernisme', de sa part, une sorte de
positionnement social ou 'façon d'être' dans le monde, est utilisé comme moyen de
maîtriser les paradoxes et les plaisirs des conditions de 'la modernité'. Les recherches de
terrain pour ce projet ont été effectuées pendant quatorze mois de temps entre 1995 and
1996 au Cong<>-Brazzaville (République Populaire du Congo) et au Congo-Kinshasa
(République Démocratique du Congo). Les recherches ont été divisées en trois parties
principales: l'industrie de la musique, le style musical, et le public. La comparaison des
données de ces trois domaines démontre non seulement comment la musique est organisée
en spectacle, mais aussi comment elle est produite et consommée par un grand public local.
L'aspect 'moderne~ à travers lequel la musique Congolaise s~exprime constitue un sujet
intéressant en soi, mais il souligne également l'importance de considérer la culture et
l'histoire dans les analyses de la culture populaire et de la politique.
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Introduction: Notes From Modemityland

'Mcxiemity' and Music
From Noise to Popular Culture
Politics in the Mix
The Methodology of Writing
Structure of the Thesis

Music represents the most radical and most absolute form of the negation of the world, and
especially the social world, whicl. the bourgeois ethos tends ta demand of aIl forms of art.

(Pierre Bourdieu 1984: 19)

La musique zairoise c'est une vieille copine.

(Achille Ngoy, June 28, (995)



One of the MOSt imponant lessons learned from the critical post-World War II

scholarship on world systems is the observation that modernity is a1ways and everywhere

a global phenomenon. The great thinkers of Western social thought (Marx, Durkheim,

Weber.. Hegel) had already uncovered sorne of the underlying mechanisms which led to

increasingJy commodified forms of exchange, the consolidation of cIass and stale-based

political power, excesses in industrial production and urbanization, and the resulting

psychological and social alienation which would come to characlerize the break between

feudalism and the ~modern condition' of the pœt-industrial West Despite its richness and

depth, however, this body of social theory (by no means monolithic) failed to effectively

account for the histary of non-Western civilizations and cultures. It is from this blind spot

that a new nanative of poli tical economy emerged.. one that began ta see the history of

industrial capitalism intimately linked 10 Western Europe's imperial impulses and colonial

projects (Frank.. Rodney, Wallerstein, WolO.

To a large extent this intellectual movement emerged out of opposition to the

apologetics of post-war theories of growth (especially Rostow's brand of Darwinism),

which viewed 'modernity' as the stary of Western civilization's long rood to the "pursuit

of happiness". From this point of view, 'modernization'--already a fait accompli in the

West--is a process that now only occurs in 'traditional' (i.e. non-Western) economies, and

if certain nations continue to be plagued with poverty and political anarchy, il is because

they lack the necessary institutions or cultural values that will permit titis 'development' to

unfold. Despjte their obvious differences, theories of 'modernization' and thœe of 'world

systems' are remarkably similar in that they see flows of teehnology and ideas (i.e.

'culture') flowing outward from the West to the Rest For sorne.. the Western world is al

the center of everything 'modem'; it is the 'mator of progress', the 'source' of

teehnological innovation, the 'core' of the New World Order. Forothers, it is a sugar­

coated 'Modemityland' which perpetuares the myth of its own importance by neuttalizing

2



othemess through song ("I1's a small world after aiL..") and fetishizing its raie in the

creation and perpetuation of a cruel post post-feul world order.

At roughly the same time as lhese post-W.W. II debates were beginning to

emerge~ somelhing wonderful was brewing in the Belgian Congo. It was something

seemingly harmless, on the surface a Mere distraction, and yet something sa powerful that

it would eventually 'colonize' the rest of the continent Known outside of the Congo as

soukouss, Congo music, Congo jazz,la musique zaïroise, the contagious sound of Congo­

zaire's distinctive popular music has made it a sort of 'musica franca' of Sub-Saharan

Africa. It bas often been observed that Congo-Zaire's unique brand of popular music and

perfonnance is a reflection of Congolese culture and society.' 1want to take this analysis a

step further, however, and show that popular culture (especially popular music) in Congo­

zaire is much more than a 'reflection' of Congolese society and culture. Instead, 1will

argue that it constitutes a privileged space in which issues of profound social and historica1

importance are held up for debate, and thraugh which Congolese of various persuasions

auempt 10 gain control over the forces of 'modemity'.

The assertion that Congolese popular music is an important social phenomenon is

not in itself interesting unless it also attempts to tell us something about Congolese culture

or society. But what exactly it tells us is an important question in and of itself. Does il tell

us about politics? Does it tell us about identity? Does it tell us about history? The answer

to ail these questions is 'yes'. It tells us about ail of these things, but given the particular

idiom through which popular music expresses itself--la musique modeme--what 1want to

argue it reUs us about mest is the paradox of being 'modem' in Africa's 'modemity'.

l"Everyooe knows thal1be hmguap ofmusic is che privücpd form of cxprasioo for the people who live
on the baab of the Coago-ZaiR river. It is also mown thaI under the bypaolisiDg rhythm of d-..:c~ tbe
siDger bas a1ways conslituted die most faithful echo of public opÎDioo aDd the most aa:uratc relIcclion of
the people'! slale ofmiDd" (Ndaywel 1993: 1).

3



Modemity and Musle

The term [modemity] acts as a kind of goad 10 the academic, il seems 10 connote some central
probIem, some fundameotal issue, a conlext for all other discussions, which must he add.ressed
(MiUer 1994: 58).

'Modernity' is increasingly perceived as a global historical phenomenon. Not

anly in the sense that even the most remate places on Earth have been affected by its

expansion, but aIso because distinct ways of being 'modern' seem 10 be emerging in

different places al more or less the same lime (Miller 1994). This double meaning can lead

to sorne confusion. 'Modemity' with a capital 'M'--the spread of global capitalism,

Western rational thought and material culture--is a global phenomenon which bas its roots

in the various outcomes of Western Enlightenment thinking: the 'Voyages of Discovery,,

the Industrial Revolution and the emergence of a democratic public sphere located primarily

(but oot exclusively) in post-feudal Western Europe (Habermas 1989).2 'Modemity',

despite ail of its technological wonders and reassuring talk about 'progress' (what the

Comaroffs have referred to as 'modemity's enchantmeot'), is also ridden with strife: ever­

increasing gaps between the rich and the pror, the escalation of regional and inter-regional

conflic~ environrnentai degradation, and the primary marker of the experience of

'modemity', alienation. Thus 'rnodernity' presents itself not as a potenliality, but as a

problem.

'Modemism', on the other band, is something different. 1t cao he an esthetic

mood, a style, or a stance.3 The iwill ta he modem'-Balandier's passion moderniste-

2Here 1amcdloing Miller (1994), who argues (followiDg Hegel) thal 'modauity' is bolh a cause for
ce1ebralion and tbeœntnl probIcm for humaoity siDœ il briDp with it not ouIy sclf-œnsciausoas and the
liberatioo of the individual, but also generalizcd feeling ofœltural and psyc:bologiœl alieaalioo. This
J8'8d0x-whal Adcmo'" Horkheimer Riarcd to &-1 tbe "'dialCdic ofcoIigbtalmellt'9_has onIy ba:o
supediciallyapplicd ta œlmraI andexts outside ofEurope aad North Amaiaa..

3Hae 1am Dot refaring to tbe use of dûs cam iD literary cildes. sudl as ta nier to die period ofEuropeao
'modaDist' .. (1898-1940) which is usuaUy MSOciatcd wiah nsts sudl as Pial!lSO md Dali and writen
such as Joyœ9 Pouod, Biot, ete. Tbere is of course a liDk bctwCCll Europcm modemists md Mricao
expressive cuI~ (especially evideo.t in Piauo'sw~ sec Clifford (1988), clJapIer9), but thcse are DOt
issues 1will disalSs beR.
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often consists in the performance of certain practices or gestures~ like the self.conscious

poses struck by the sapeur~ or the way that musicians sing the names of people living in

Europe~ or the simple act of a making a shaker out of a pesticide cao [figure 0.1]. The

image of this 'modem' musical instrument is unsettling. Perhaps it is the initial panic of

seeing an aerosol spray can with no nozzle~ and holes running down either side. Or

perhaps il is the idea of making music with something that is normally used to kill. Or

maybe il bas something to do with the questions that this image leaves unanswered: Who

made this? Why did they use an insecticide cao? What did they put inside?

The marakas bas become a powerful symbol of 'modern' music in Kinshasa~

mostly because of its association with the ataJaku~ the musical figure whose shouts are

often borrowed from 'traditional' music, and who has become an indispensable part of

every self-respecting 'modem' band in Kinshasa (ch. 3,6) [figure 0.2]. Though the

marakas is certainly a good example of the ·modemist' mood 1will he describing in Many

parts of this thesis, il is not 'modemism' per se that is my primary cancem. The main

question 1want ask is what are people doing with this 'modernism'? How are people

using 'modemism' to position themselves within 'modernity? Are they resisting

'modernity'? Are they grabbing al it? Running away from il? Re-looling il? Do they see

·modernity'? And if so, do they care?

The marakDs is a good example of how 'modernism' and 'modernity' are tangled

up together, one acting like a resource, the other a problem. From the musician's point of

view, adapting imported goods to activate the rhythm of local practice is a sign of

resourcefulness and know-how. Through the use of this hybrid creation, the 'modem'

musician shows bis familiarity with Western products and also how he exens control over

their use and meaning. And the choice of tbis particular type of cao (one that is made of a

high-quality, durable metal which resonates loudly enough St) that it does not need its own

microphone in concen) is not a random decision. Most musicians prefer tbis cao over a

myriad of other cans (perfume, powdered milk, sardines, ete.), primarily, they say,
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fig. 0.1 Spraycan shaker (li. J maracas')
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because it looks as good as it sounds. 1 want to argue, however, that the maker of

the marakas uses this 'modern' medium in order to take possession of 'modemity',

symbolically (perhaps unconsciously) poking holes in a multi-national corporation and

filling it with seeds.

The distinction between 'modernism' and 'modernity' is important ta

understanding the central argument of my thesis, namely that popular music in an African

setting reflects locaJ peoples' attempts ta come 10 terms with the paradoxes of 'modernity'.

ln the context of popular music and perfonnance in Kinshasa, the problem of 'modernity'

takes on special significance. As an urban senlement which was created by industrial

colonialism's need for inexpensive abundant labor, Kinshasa is in sorne sense intimate

with ·modemity' (ch. 2), and the history of the city shows a special attaehment to various

popular forms of entertainment, especially popular music (ch. 3). One element that [ hope

will emerge from this work is the extent to which the discourses surrounding this highly

commercialized fonn of popular music constandy make reference to the distinction between

'modemity' and its implied other, ·tradition' (see esp. ch. 10).

And at the rislc of falling victim to these ·rnodem' caregories, il is perhaps no

coïncidence that the story 1 want 10 tell--one which is compulsively urban--does not take

place in the 'world of tradition'. Corinne Kratz, in an article on Okiek initiation

ceremonies (1993), has challenged us 10 ask some of the same questions about the mie of

'tradition' in our analysis of African sœieties. According ta Kratz, despite the privileged

position of •tradition ' in Western (mostly ethnographie) writing about Aftica, it remains a

concept which is rarely, if ever, sufficiently problematized:

This ca1aÏDty ["tradition1 is either cootrasled or depicted as with the fragmented anomie of
modem life or with the unquestioning obedience to custom or authority or ttaditiooal society and
set against the sociallife emergiog out of rational calculatioD. In any case, traditiooal life is an
ideal category. always elusive1y retteating ioto the past. Only traces of it are discemible in the
present. whicb is threatened by new influences and changes (1993: 32).
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If expressive culture in the fonn of ritual (i.e. ~traditional ") practice is reassuring to

the researcher because of the feeling of rtxity or 'certainty' which usually accompanies i~

then perhaps this is one of the reasons why popular ('modem') fonns of cultural expression

have received 50 little attention in anthropology (ch. 1). While we have the impression that

rituaI remains the same, we also have the impression that popular culture spirals out of

control, changing so rapidly that it cao ooly he described as a self-regenerating monster (see

below). Obviously these impressions need to he examined, since ritual practice is always

embedded in history, and popular culture, as 1 will show in the pages to come, operates in

the motion of a spiral, but not without patterns and rules (ch. 10). Echoing Kratz., 1want to

argue tbat while the literature inspired by Hobsbawm and Ranger's (19K3) initial insight bas

certainly been revealing, il is DOW lime for us to move beyond a notion of tradition­

modemity as ideological invention, and ask ourselves the much more difficult (and 1 think

more rewarding) questions about what these 'modernities' actually look Iike and what these

'traditions" actually do (Appiah 1992; Warerman 1997). The example of popuJar music in

Congo-Kinshasa shows how people constantly draw from 'tradition' to position themselves

within a 'modemity' which is increasingly of their own making (ch. 3). l>Modemity', in

other words, is right here at home.

From Noise to Popular Culture

A travers la vision du monde de l'artiste, un spécialiste du beau, du sublime, de la jouissance, est
offerte une perspeclÎveesthétique sur l'expmenœ et SlD' le savoir (Jewsiewicki 1996: 268).4

If we are interested in asking the question of how people al the margins of

Western 4modemity' understand and COOle 10 terms with the rupture tbat characterizes

4'Tbrough the eyes of the artist, a speaalisl ofbeauly, of the sublime, of cescasy, we are offeral an esthetic
perspective œ expcrimœ and OB 1mowiDg.'
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~modemity' in a post-colonial African setting (Nkashama 1979; DeBoeck 1998a), the

answer is that it is often in unlikely places and through public means such as popular

culture. Within ~developing' countries popular forms of cultural expression take on a

special meaning, not ooly because people living there do not have as many 'distractions' as

people living in the West, but also because it is one of the ooly oudets of political

expression available ta the majority of the population (Barber 1987). Unfortunately,

anthropology's disdain for anything other than ~elite' or ~traditional' forros of art., together

with the increasing compartmentaJization of the disciplines of social science and the

humanities, has meant that the "cotorful bursts of creativityn emanating From popular forms

of culture have until recendv remained for the most part invisible (Fabian 1978).

This failure to engage with popular forms is certainly due in some part to the

nature of the popular culturc beast, which Karin Barber (1987) has perhaps not

inappropriately referred to as a hydra. In other words, adequate coverage of popular

culture rUluires attention to colonial and post-colonial periods, rwal and urban phenomena,

an understanding of esthetics as weil as processes of commercialization. an cffort to

account for the multiple readings of popular tropes and texts, and the role of individual

agency/experiencey and ail this in the context of an imposing post-colonial state which is

itself imposed upon in various ways by various agencies. Furthennore, popular culture

can appear in a wide variety of forms and media (television programs, newspapers, music,

dancey theatery religion. rumar, langWl@e. and so on). But popular culture is also

~beasdike' in the earthiness of its expression (Mbembe 1992a); it is lmlsb y self-promoting,

and vulgar. Fabian describes bis rllSt night in the field and bis first contact with Coogolese

popular music:

1wa in bal in a room al a mission iD the middlc ofDendale lOWllShip [in LeopoIdviUe), ttyiog to
gel some sleep. Around the square where the missioo's buildiDglay loudspeakers from wbat
seemed alle.t four diffeœnt bars or dmK:iDg halls blasted Zairi. music inro Ibe aigbt air; cach
p1ayiag adifTcmJl record yet aeabn' in my lOI1UIal bead aœmmon effea, akiDd ofpulse amcd
by MClDÏnaly nevcr-endiDa repetiliOll of guitar riffs. Hcre w. Africm liCe tbaI __ted me
pbysically, mades its praeaœ painfully fdt. 1was about ta go out of my miDd•• the saying
JOCS. whco a tropical dowopour swept ail souod fJUIII the~ (1998: 82; cl. Fabi.. 1990: 79).
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The growing academic interest in popular arts has also been registered in the fields

of history, sociology, and literary criticism (Mukerji and Schudson 1991), and is Most

conspicuous in the emerging field of cultural studies (During 1993). Lipsitz has referred to

popular culture as "the main event", since people "talk about what [they] themselves think is

important--in their own vocabuJary, and through the form they feel ta be appropriate"

(1990: 4). For readers who have already opened their minds enough to see popular culture

as more than epi-phenomenon, 1hope that my discussion of popular music will provide

them with more material for thought For those who approach tbis reading with greater

skepticism.. 1invite them to look past the question of popular dance music per se and

consider instead what this discussion tells us about politics, power and 'modernity' in

contemporary Congo-Zaire.

Despite the rich history and relevance of Congolese popular music ta everyday life

in Kinshasa, surprisingly litt1e has been written on the subject. A small number of genre

and biographical works have been published and there are aiso sorne literary readings of

popular song texts (which 1will discuss in greater detail in ch. 3 and ch. 9), but for the

mast part the bislory and meaning of the musical style has remained unexplored. Recent

academic writing on Congolese popular arts has alluded to music as the mostobvious way

ta access popular experience (Jewsiewicki 1995; Fabian l~), but its ubiquitousness has

kept most scholars (Congolese and fareign) from doing anything more than using

disembodied examples of song lyrics as evidence of particular socialagical phenamena.5

My goal is to taIœ on this hydra, respecting its size and complexity, but assuming a certain

(very flexible) coherence with regards 10 its form and meaning.

Say far the grealCSt number ofdocuments published 00 CoogoIcse popuIar music are writtal by Coogolese
thcmselves. This in itself1believe speab ID the music's importaDœ to CoogoIese melicnc:cs.
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That said, 1should clear the air somewhat wi th regards to the potential piÛalls of

myapproach 10 tbis subject. Pirst of all, 1 lhink that most ethnomusicologists will he

somewhat unsatisfied with the content of this material~ since it is nol my purpose 10 try and

describe the technical intricacies of the music (for example the way that rhythm and lead

guitars play off each ather, or the way lhat the boss guitar functions as a percussion

instnm1ent~ or the complex harmonie combinations which chamcterize the music).6

Throughout the thesis the reader will notice that 1 have drawn substantially from

ethnomusicologicaJ sources, but mainly where theiT iosight could he used as comparative

data on questions of social practice or meaning.7 Instead of walking the fine line between

the 'teehnical' and the •cultural ' (Merriam 1964), 1want my position on this question 10 be

clear. The materiaJ in this thesis is not only for musicians~ and as snch it assumes no

teehnical background in music or music training. Instead~ 1have focused on the sociology

(and to sorne extent the social history) of popular music in Cong<rKinshasa.

While most Congolese and scholars of Congolese culture agree that contemporary

popular music is the primary landmark of the urban cultural landscape, several responses

ta my work have challenged me ta have a broader vision of local musical production,

especially with regards ta religious music.8 My primary reason for concenuating on

popular dance music (besides ils overwhelming presence in Kinshasa) is the fact thal·­

more than any other musical style in the Congo-it bas been implieated in the complex

processes of commerciaiization and commodification, processes which 1believe ta he

central ta an understanding of the experience of 'modemity' , not only in Central Africa.

As 1have discussed elsewhere (White 1998a), Congolese dance music is unique because~

as a product intended for foreign audiences (soukouss), il represents a moment al which

One listeoing guide for the cassette whicb is included witb the tbesis (sec appeodix) provides SOlDe dctail
00 the purdy musical or iostrumeD1aI aspects of the music.
7&1maam's discussion of pafOl'llBlœ is a subde aitique of ttaditional approKbes to edmomusiœlogy.
arguing tbat musical pafOl'llUlllC.'e docs DOl oeœssarily rdlcct SOlDe kiDd of 4CQR adhD'e' (see for cxmIpIe
Cbanoff 1979) but a iDstaKI a set of udIaoJÏDJ and cooflidiDI social relations" (1996: 102).
81 _ gratcful to Filip De Boedt for tbae observations. and 1bave attaDpCed to address the ÏJIaaLlliog
ÏIIlpOrtmœ of rdigious music al sevc:ral points in the tbesis (dl. 3.4.10).
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national identity becomes crystallized and objectified for global markets and audiences.

With the exception of sorne rare recordings of pygmy music (sec Cramworld 1998), this is

not the case for other forms of Congolese music.

There is also the question of my choice of musicians, since most readers will

notice that the bulk of my data cornes From those musical groups and artists who during

my fieldwork in 1995-1996 were recognizable as local ·stars'. The dozen or 50 bands that

function as full-lime professianals in Kins~ and whose musicians are recognized as

·stars', represent something of importance to local audiences. And this focus is in part

responsible for the feeling throughout the thesis that 1am in effeet telling the story of the

·winners' (though sec ch. 5 and 8).9 But as a friend of mine recently fired back via e-mail:

h"Isn't be(com)ing a Zairean musician ail about l'self-indulgence" à la Kinois (striving for

the places of General Defaos and Papa Wembas) and attaining the peaks of chique?"

(Pieter Remes, email correspondence, May 22, 1998).

In my research 1was not looking for the small, struggling musical groups (sec

Revue Noire 19(6) which are certainly more statistically representative of Kinshasa (sorne

estimates put them in the hundreds). My focus limited me rather ta working with certain

types of groups (those that have large audiences, thase that perfonn and produce music on

a regular basis, and those that are exposed to larger, sometimes global poltical and

economic forces) and this most certainly has affected the data collected and the way l

interpret il. To a certain extent, this focus must be secn as a matter of expediency, since

research budgets and time would not have allowed a comparative study of different musical

levels or genres. But the music on which 1will focus in this thesis is the music for which

the majority of music consumers in Kinshasa express a preference.1 0 More importantly, 1

want to argue tbat musical styles and personal preferences in tbis setting are extremely

difficult to separate,

~ go to ~fike ~(cGovern for having pointed out this potenùal problem.
lÛLacking any systematic dara on the question of music preference across ~aI categories, l have based
this observalion on the Dumber and types of popular music tbal are sald and distributed in the capital.
roughly 75% "modem' music, 20% religions music and 5% ·tradiliooal' orfol/cIDre (see ch.....).

13
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and in my opinion this is partially due to the way that different musical genres are

objectifeid for various strategie ends (ch. 10).

Polities ln the Mlx

Few etlmologist8 bave clearly indicated the œasons for their ehoice. for theic adoption of a
profession which leads them to uproot themselves from their own civili2AltÎon in order to
conflont others very diffcrenl from il. Still. their edecticism and their cultural exile always put
them in the position of critic with regard to lbeir own society. There is al the basis of such a
vocation a dissatisfaction. a need to becane iovolved in radically different lDOdes of existence
(BaIandier 1966: 8).

1was certainly excited about my research when 1arrived to Kinshasa for the first

lime, but 1must admit 1was a1so apprehensive about doing research on music in a country

where Many people have a bard lime getting something to eat (a stance which ilSelf assumes

that research on 'development' will somehow decrease poverty or prevent famine). Of the

people 1encountered, most were pleased--though not necessarily surprised-that 1had

tnlvelled so far to study their music. Common responses varied ("That's great. You'll see

all kinds of thîngs"; "Don't forget to talk about 'traditiooal' music"; and "The Americans pay

for researchers, what is wrong with our government?"), but only rarely did they cali iota

question the basic value of doing research on such a topic.11 Sorne Congolese even

expressed to me the idea that, following the American model, the promotion of cultural

products is the best way to ensure economic and poIitical streogth (White 1998a). l guess

the only thing 1 knew for sure before going ta the field is that Congolese popular music is

IlIl may be that people did DOt waal to inmIt me by aiticiziDg my tapie, although tbis did bappen on a
number of 0CCISi0llS. On the tint oœasioo 1 was jokiogly accuscd of waatiDg to leam about music
productiOll SC) 1œuld exploit local CODSUIDeI'S. 1w. also teased for baVÏDlthe luxœy œbeing able tG do
racadl on music.. sinœ as my frieod said: " bave 10 do tbiogs Ibal put food oolbe table". But even t.hese
reactioas, whidl 1.sume wae lII1Idl more comrmnw~ l "'. Dot withio beIai.ng nmge. do DOt in
tbemse1ves undcrmiDe die impor1aDœ ofmusic as a subject of inquiry per sc.
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something which is highly valued (or al least highly debated) by Congolese~ and this seemed

like a good place to start.12

With time 1realized tbat a focus on l>creative responses' to colonial role and capitalist

expansion serve the purpœe of relieving our sense of collective guilt with regards 10 Africa's

history of exploitation, and thus that the study of popular culture cao potentially coyer up

more than it reveals. At the same time, however, images of Congolese popular culture, often

overflowing with moments of joy, laughter, and beauty, also reflect the dignity and humor

which are sa often lacking in Western representations of African culture and politics. Hecht

and Simone have asked the question whether it is necessary to read the whole of African

culture as an indication of a position of poverty:

Wirhin this moralism. if the poor are not struggling agaiost their vietimage, they are
intemalizing the apparatuses of power. Altemativdy, daey are lookcd upoo as inspirations-the
happy pooI', liviog in shit. with a smile on their face and a liberation song in t.beir beart (Hecbt
and Simone 1994: 145).

My views on these tapies have changed somewhat aver lime. Doing research in

the highly plliticized context of Mobutu's zaire was in many ways an eye-opening

experience. Even the casual observer or visi lOr 10 the region is struck by structural

poverty, govemment neglect and the impact of colonial and n~coIOl1ia1 fonns of foreign

extraction in the region. Congolese themselves (Iike Many Africans) are acutely aware of

politics and political manoeuvring, partly because Most people know that access to state

power (via state coffers) is the Most effective means of accumulating personal wealth.

Thus people in Kinshasa were COIlstandy reminding me that the country's economic crisis

is IlOt an economic problem per se, but one that is rooted in politics. 1have been further

challenged by colleages and professors who have pushed me to question my assumptions

about the conditions onder which the production of popular culture OCCUlS, who il benefits,

12wbüe 1 bave attcmpred iD my rescadllo maiDlain an inductive stma: with ~pnis to my subjcct mMter.
1must agrec with Bnuxr (1986). that Ibc proœss ofcdmopapby iDevilably œIIs up the edmograpber's
idcologiœl agaadas or omaIives. 1discuss somc of thcse narra&ivcs iD Chapcer Tm and the rmal SCdioo
tided ''Codan

•
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and, in the end, what it means (Part IV). In this sense, my own education has been a

process of politicization, one which, a1though incomplete, 1 hope is reflected in my

research and writing.

Though a great deal bas been weitten about the polities and poctics of ethnographic

writing (see below), less theorizing has been done on the politics of doing ethnographie

fieldwork or observation (Said 1989).13 Fabian has gone the furthest in problematizing

the way that power relations are activated and perpetuated between anthropologists and

their 'infonnants' (see especially 1990, 1996). Fabian's concept of 'coevalness' (1983)

led him to observe later that the process of ethnographie fieldwork, unlike the process of

ethnographie writing, in some cases bas greater potential for shared lime and collaboration

between ethnographer and subject. In the particular case of research which is based on

perfonnanee, "the ethnogrnpher does not caU the tune but plays aJong" (1990: (9). These

observations are particularly relevant in the context of a discussion about popular music.

As much as possible, 1have attempted in my writing to preserve those moments

where it became obvious that 1was not 'calling the tune'. Many of these examples come

out in Chapters Six and Seven, where 1describe the experience of living and working with

a band. But there are just as Many examples in my life as a musician where 1retained

complete control, for example with regards to the luxury of being able to choose the band

with which 1would play (ch. 6). The moments of the field experience which are the mœl

illuminating with regards to the political nature of the researchcr's presence aIso happen to

be the mast memorable. One day when 1was sitting innocently after band practice, taking

notes on a bench inside the practice room, the newesl singer of the band sal down next to

me and began ID ask me questions about life in the V.S. From my notes:

13Amoog those in the laner eategory. severa( standards are olten citaL espeàally Rabinow (1977), Rosaido
(1911). Pratt (1986) bas cbaraclaizcd the pcrsooal a&X:OUIlts of field experienœs (together with their
previously published ethnographies) as a kiod ofedmograpbic sub-geore.

16
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"Mr. Bob, excuse me, 1know that euriosity is an ugly character trait Cvillain déCau!"), bot
somelimes il teaches us something." Wbat a wonderful expression, MaIrola's a cool goy, very
spiritual. "Go ahead,n 1say. 'CWhat do you wanl to know?" He asks me some questioos,
gencra1 smff about the States, Hollywood, ~ficbad Jackson, aod lbeo he drops this question out
of nowhere: 'Monsieur Bob, when YOU'te in the States, do you bang out with people lite this''''
Wow, wbat a question! uActually, no:' 1answeral. "~ly life is very differeot here. llike my
Iife here. 1used to bang out with musicians. but now 1am a musiàan" (April 27. 1996).

Tbinking back on this incident 1remember what an implet it had on me. Though

in retrospect 1am not sure if Makuta's question was a truly 'curious' one as he suggested,

or if he was making a subtle comment on the strange fact of my presence among them.

Whatever bis motivation, what is interesting about this exchange is that the microphone

was for once tumed back on me. This gave me added perspective on how my presence

could he interpreted and/or misunderstood, and how my position in the band could he tied

to larger issues of neocolonialism and tension between people of different races and

natiooalities. But Makuta's curiosity was the rare exception among the people with whom

1worked. As 1discuss in Chapter Eight, the subjeets of my research were more concemed

with how 1would fit in to their own networks of sociability and exchange, than those from

which 1came.
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The Metbodology of Writing14

ln the C3e of aotbropology, the detenninatil'e context is the mode of interaction--interrogatil'e,
cinematic, obscrvational, partiàpatory. etc.--that characterizcs the ethnograpber's fieldwork and
lifestyle. The modds of personhood foregrouoded or favouœd in anthropological aoalysis are
often reflectil'e. not just of the culture. but of the personality and interests of the observer
(Jackson and Karp 1990: 18).

For mœt of ils lifespan, anthropology has lived a priviJeged existence. In the late

1970s and carly 19808, however, a number of works from within and outside of

anthropology began ta critically question the premises of ethnographie writing. In a lime

in which thinkers and writers from post-eolonial countries were beginning 10 make their

presence felt on an international basis, these works called iota question the authority of

Western antbropologists 10 speak on behalf of people from the marginalized euinlIes of the

world (Said 1978). Not ooly this, but advances in media teehnology have meant that

anthropologists are no longer the sole authority on eultural diversity. More and more we

are faœd with a " world of generalized ethnography" (Clifford 1988: 22). In short, what

emerged during this period was a ~crisis of representation' (Mareus and Fischer 1986)

which called into question the fundamental status of ethnographie authority. Responses to

these critiques often focused on trying to find a new language or methodology for

representing other cultures: self·reflexivity, literary writing style, and diaJogical or

collabomtive mechanisms, among others.

14As 1will discuss below, througbout my writiol l bave auempted to ÎDtegrBte certain stylistic
mechanisms wbich reveallhe .-oœss by which iaformation w. galheœd and œodered ioco wriueo text
form. Nonelheless. 1anployed various metbodoIogicai approadlcs iD the field OD which 1sbould e1aborale.
My ioitiall'eSlWCh plan divided die researcb ioto three basic UDits or iDquiry: musical iodustry. musical
style. and audience. Altboogb the rmished pmduct does IlOt exactly rdlect Ibis Ihree-part division. daese
calegories are still praent iD Ihe slrUdlft and logie of the lbesis. For rescard1 0Il the music industty (ch.
4) and for rescard1 00 the liCe of musiciaos (da. 5-8),1 oombined panicipaot observation with informal
interviews usiDg die snowball tedmique, but did IlOt use .y fomlll qucstiODDlires. Wilh catain key
intervicws (bard to let musici.." people visitiDg from Europe. biah-op indusIry or goveromaat officials) 1
reœrdcd interviews 011 audio amctte aocl rnmsaibed the interViews Iatcr. In odIa' interview situatiœs 1
eilller look notes duriag the interview or (wberc a DOtcbook may bave allCnd Ibc Dow oC OODversalioo)
copied DOICS from memory altenvards. In Chaptu Nine, 1discoss the med1odoIogy of USÎDI focus groups
Dldesaibe how dûs metbodoIogy may he improved for futIR rescard1.
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For the most part, debates about ethnographie writing and ethnographie authority

are well-rehearsed and thus 1will oot discuss them here in great detail.15 1should

comment briefly, however, on how this writing has influenced my work and how 1have

attempted to come to terms with the very important issues it bas raised. Said (L988) rightly

observes that despite ail the commotion whieh surrounded the 'crisis of representation'

Iiterature beginning in the mid 10 late-l980s, very few anthropologjsts actually entertaioed

the possibility of completely abandoning the practice of ethnography.16 Needless to say, 1

am not one of few. In fac!, in my writing 1often make use of the m'o ··ingenious textuaJ

strategies" which Said bas argued are a way of ·'deflecting the crippling attaeks on

ethnographie authority" (l988: 21).

The first is what he caUs the ·aesthetic response'. Throughout this thesis the

reader will encounter moments of expressive writing whose tone renects the surprise,

wonder, and frustration of conducting researeh in the field. In many cases these passages

are taken directly from my field notes, and they assume a reflexive, aJmost literary voice

whieh resonates within the space between myself and the people with whom [ worked.

Given my conviction that good ethnography is just as much art as it is science, 1have left

these sections in their original form (making sorne corrections for unclear ideas or gaps in

thinking). Ultimately, the rcader will judge if they add or detmct from the overaJl project

The second strategy is what Said refers to as the ·pragmatic response'. Arguably,

anthropology' s interest in practice is nothing more than what it set out ta understand from

the very beginning, i.e. what human beings do and what they think about what they do.

But the cornfort which has set in sinee Ortner' s (1984) anthropological anthem does raise

important questions: ••...as if practiee were a domain of aetuality unencumbered byagents,

interests, and contentions, political as weil as philosophical" (Said 1989: 211). 1 have

1500 ethnographie autbority see Clifford (1988) and Crapaozano (L986). On the rbeloric of objectivity.
especially in British social anthropology, sec Renalo Rosaldo (1986). Said's (1989) discussion of these
issues is also very illuminating. nol the ooly reason for which is the outsider' s perspective he offen.
16for a response to Said, see Giffard (1986).
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made every effort so that my explanations will illuminate--and not obscure-the important

points raised in Said's critique (see ch. 4,5 and 9,10).

The final point that 1want to make with regards 10 writing is the renewed interest

in an ethnogmphy which is somehow embedded in "Iarger impersonal systems of poIitical

economy" {Marcus and Fischer 1986: 77).17 Although the content of Ibis thesis is far

from constituting a political eeonomy of Congolese popular music~ there are several places

in my writing where 1have attempted to do just that As Marcus and Fischer have shown~

this very challenging impemtive requires that more attention he paid to the role of history,

and it is perhaps not a coincidence that the fields of anthropology and hislory seem to he

slowly wanning up to the idea of cross-disciplinary research (Burke 1996; Cohen and

Odhiambo 1989; Fabian 1996). Not only in the strictly speaking historical section of this

thesis (ch. 2)~ but aJso in the historical treatment of changes in the music over time (ch.

3.l0)~ 1have anempted to show what a historiral rendering of popular music might

eventually resemble (c.f. Cooper 1987).18 My interest in history is not ooly an attempt ta

counteract the historical ·thinning' which seems to cbaracterize a good deal of writing in

the emerging discipline of cultural studies, but also reflects popular discourses in

Kinshasa~ which themselves constandy refer ta the music's 'ancestors' and its gJorious

past (ch. 3,9,10).

The concems of politicaJ economyare more embedded in my writing. On this

point 1would refer the reader to my discussion of micropolitics (ch. 8), and the section on

the various ways in which 'tradition' and 'modernity' are strategically objectified (in ch.

10). In Chapter Four~ 1attempt 10 show how these "larger impersonal systems" have

affected local production and perfonnance. While international music distributors and

pirates benefitted from the sale of reoords and cassettes, musicians became increasingly

17Probably the best rca:nteump1e of Ibis ttaId is ADDa Tsin.'s ln the Realm oftht! Dianwnd
Qwm(l993), in wbkh rich etbnopapbiç maaaial from Indoocsia shows how die m.giaality of local
mauDUDitics is œlturally and poIilic:ally c:oaslnlcted.
18In future n:search 1inteDd to undertake a l-aubistarical project wbidl will foc:us OB popular
entataiJunent in the coJœial paiod (1910-1960) éDl the emergcuœ of an AfricaD public spbcrc iD colonial
LeopoIdville.
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dependent on money that was made 'at the door' (from concert ticket sales)~ and from

patron-based support through performance (ch. 7~ 8). These developments (intimately

linked to the arrivai of cassette technology to the region in the 19708) inevitably led ta

certain esthetic and structural changes in the music over time. As 1have discussed

elsewhere, the issues of political economy become even more salient in discussions of

music as a produet of the global consumer imagination (Erlmann 1996b; Feld 1994;

Meintjes 1~; White 1998a).

1 have attempted to correct for the potential pitfalls of ethnographie writing through

the use of various stylistic mechanisms. 1 use the first person in the singular fonn instead

of the plural (as is the case in sorne European writing~ especially French), and as often as

possible 1 [ry to give the context behind observations and events that assert a position of

personal authority. My privileged position as a musician in a local band gave me access ID

a field of knowledge which 1 present in different ways al different points in my texl At

sorne moments 1am 'speaking about' (Geertz's over the shouJder gaze), at other moments

1am speaking 'nearby' (Minh-ha 1992), and al yet other moments in the text 1am speaking

'in between' or 'with' the subjects of my research (Ruby 1992; see also Tsing 1993).

Despite my attention to these stylistic mechanisms~ [ disagree with fonnuJations that

suggest ubeUer methods'· as a 'way out' of the problem of representation, or a 'solution· ID

the relations of power that structure fieldwork. From my point of view, these problems

are part and parcel of the work of anthropology. The mast we cao hope to do is to

constantlyexpose these relations of inequality and how they become reinforced through

our presence. Thus the generous use of field notes in my writing is thus a conscious

stnltegy to 'messify' my teX! (Crapanzano 1986), calling altentioo ta the way the final text

(by comparison) is mediated. and reminding the reader tbat the data presenred is the result

of a series of interactions with subjeclS and not simple 'observation'.

Just like Marx's commodity, sa much of what goes into the making of an

ethnographie document is obscured by its status as a disembodied abject the subde play
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of power that tolerates the anthropologist's presence; the arguing, negotiating and waiting;

the mistakes, erasures, and the sweat; the insecurity, falling asleep and the frustration of

not knowing. Written text cao only partially convey the messiness of the fieldwork

experience. In the following passage, time shifts in and out of focus and events are

impressionistic aJJd unconnected. But this is more than just an average journal entry, this

is truly (i.e. literally) the stuff that ethnographie texts are made of:

Mter all the bullshil l've been through loday godammit ['m tïred. Started al 6:00 am, then 6:45
ready in 2S minutes for Poids Lou.rcb [area ofKimhasa where 1was doing researchJ, see Gibuku's
face and 1get passed arouod like a rotlœjackfruit ontill decide 1can't take it anymore. l'm sa
f***ing tired 1just want to s1eep, righl DOW.

[the next morning] Don't cven mnember writiDg this,l came home last night and 1was totally
beat. What a long, drawn out, •didn 't eat aU day' day. 1was so beat 1bad to drink warm South
Arrican milk and take a rest between each Advil and the Larium that 1finall Ymanaged to down
somehow. 1don 't know how 1mustered the energy to put down my Mosquito net. 1slept like a
rock. Yesrerday and the day befŒe yesterday 1went with Issa to caU bis friend the cassette
vendor, wc'Il tty again 00 Saturday. ['m going to finish this industry shit if ils the last thing [
do. Just give me thn:e weeks and l'li be happy. Last night after a long ZAl1 day managing
people and refusing job appIicants, and heing in night clubs fIlming, cxplaining prostitution ta
Christine,lleft ZAU and went to ~fanda's place. [think 1might bave found a good researcb
assistant. Serge is one of Manda's assistants and he seems to be a sharp guy, not too
overbearing, but not afraid to ~k for what he wanls. 1'11 try to sec bim soon. ~Ianda and [
cootinued to pick up Do Pablo, who changed plans to film today for a trip to Brazza. ~landa

seemed pissed, Uo was embarrassed. So we went to Beverly, Jean Pierre obvions1y bas lots of
funds. He's payiDg the Voix de Zaïre (television) tcam every other day it seeDlS. ~fanda thinks
that bis other assitants are sharks. 1shouldn't have to pay producers for interviews, he says. bUI
maybe musicians. Unless of course ~fanda comes with me, "Because they're afraid of me", he
says (Apr. 14, 1996).

On days like this 1was never total1y sure if 1 was doing the light thing. My

professional training seemed faint and fragile; research questions slipped through my

fingers. As 1scanned my notes before writing this introduction, 1came across two entries

which caught my attention; one canies the caption UTuesday, June 28", and the next one

(immediatelyafterwards) is labelled ~'Wednesday, June 28". This error reflects not only

the slipperiness of lime and individual experience in the field, but also the impression of

coherence which results from the process of ethnographie writing.
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Structure of the Thesis,
1 have divided this thesis ioto four parts, each of which bas two or more chapters

of more or less equallength. 1will begin by discussing the structure and content of each

of these parts, and will conclude this chapter by explaining severa! poinrs wi th regards to

my use of language and terminology. Those interested in the theoretical aspects of this

topic will probably want to focus on Part l (historical and theoretical background) and Pan

IV (the meaning of music). Readers seeking infonnation about the musical style itself may

wanl to concentrate on Part II (musical genres and the music industry) and Part III (the role

of musicians in society and musical perfonnance). Certain chapters are more concemed

with historical issues (ch. 2,3) and others are focused on the patterns and structures of

symbolic meaning (ch. 5,9,10). An audio cassette with examples of sorne of the

phenomena discussed in my research is inc1uded with the thesis. At certain key points in

• the text [ have used the expression 66audio cue" 10 indicate where the reader cao stop and

listen to an example of the particular aspect that 1am describing in the text.19

Part One ("Setting the Stage") provides the necessary background information to

enable a fuJler understanding of the phenomenon of popuJar music in the Congo. Chapter

One, drawing from several theoretical frameworks which are related to the study of

popular cWlUre, sets up the argument that popular culture gives us privileged access to

understanding the predicament of 'modernity' in an African setling. Here [ will elaborate

what 1 mean by my use of the term 'popular' and how [ have drawn from from various

theoretical approaches to illuminate the data from Cong<rKinshasa. Chapter Two,

showing a primarily historical focus, looks al how ·the popular' and 'the modem' emerge

at more or less the same time in the urban colonial environment, and considers how

t l • 1~ cassette is also. however, intended to be stand-alone. Readers not familiar wilh the musical style
MaY want to listen to the cassette firs~ referring to the listening guide (see appendix). in arder to gel a
general idea for the sound or mood of the musical style.
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colonial cultuIal poIicy (or lack thereoO innuenced the emergence of popular fonns of

entertainment~especially popular music.

Part Two ("The Transformation of Typique") is concerned with the specifie

transformations (economic~ political~ and esthetic) which have been brought to bear on the

structure and fonn of the musical style itself. The teon 'typique~ is particularly interesting

because members of aider generations use the term to refer to the classic rumba style of the

1950s and 1960s (perhaps linked to the Spanish term 'tipico', meaning 'authentic')~ while

for young people in Kinshasa typique means the popular dance music of their own em.

Thus typique, much like moderne, is always new while always retaining something old (see

ch. 10). In Chapter Three l look at how the primary genres of popular music in Kinshasa

differ from each other, but also how they become increasingly entangled over lime. It is also

here that 1explore the as of yet undiscovered phenomenon of animation (a state of

heightened sensitivity through loud dance music and panicipalion in live perfonnance) and

its various components: rhythm, electric guitars, and the euaJaku (a sort of singing rapper

who accompanies ail 'modem' music in Kinsh~ see also ch. 6). Chapter Four's emphasis

on the music industry shows how musicians have responded to changes in national and

global political economies (cbanging terros of international trade~ decayjng national

infrastructure, and the arrivai of cassette technology) by introducing structural and esthelic

changes in the production and petformance of their music (extended dance sequences~

greater reliance on live performance~ commercialized praisesinging, ete.).

In Peut Three ("On Being in Music") 1present an overview of musical

performance and the music lifestyle. The four chapters contained within this pan constitute

a kind of ethnography of popular musicians in 19908 Kinshasa, and as such are primarily

descriptive in nature. Chapter Pive sets up the paradox of lire as a 'star', which is

characterized by a pennanent state of liminality, and very prœounced gestures of

individual and sœial distinctioo. Musicians' gestures of individualism (IOta frime') are

shawn 10 reinforce their Iiminality, but also mm musicians objects of desire. Non-
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musicians" for their part" create a sense of intimacy with musicians through the creatione and circulation of rumors and gossip. Chapter Six explains several trajectories to a

professional career in music-including my own--and highlights the importance of the

atalaku to understanding the relationship between ~traditional" and 'modem" styles of

music (also see ch. 10). This ehapter describes in detail my apprenticeship as a musician

in a local Congolese band" and reflects many of the concems 1have already addressed with

regards ta ethnographie voice and retlexivity in ethnographie writing.

In Chapter Seven 1offer a live-time description of what musicians and audiences

do before and during a live concert petfonnance" also referred to as ndule. Given my

pœition as a member of a band" 1describe these events from the musician's and not the

audience's point of view (on audience see ch. 9). While this chapter is more descriptive

than theoretical" it uses ethnographie description 10 illustrale sorne of the key concepts

which are important to the analytical materia! presented in other chapters (liminality and

notions of the self in ch. 5" the interaction between musicians and sponsors in ch. 8" and

the complex play of male-female relations in ch. 2 and eh. 9). This chapter shows tbat

through the perfonnance of popular music, public displays of individuaJ distinction are not

only made accessible" but they also become socially acceptable, at least within the conrext

and logic of live music.

Chapter Eight is a consideration of the way that power relations operale al the

micrl>-politicallevel, not ooly between bandmembers but also between bandmembers and

non-musicians. This chapter examines how the hierarchical structure of musical groups is

influenced by the process of splintering ('dislocation'), an internai dynamic which is

grounded as much in the desire 10 he recognized as an individual, as il is in Congolese

notions of what it means 10 he a chef (or ~boss'). Data from tbis chapter shows that

popular music is one of the few domains in which people cao express dissatisfactiœ with

authority (Dot only witb bandleaders" but also the with wealthy and politically powerful),

and that claims 10 this effect do Dot caU into question the basis of authority per se, but they
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urge leaders and people in posilions of authori ty to make good on uDfulfilled promises of

social and finandal support.

Part Four ("The Meaning of Music") is more analytical than previous chapters and

this is fitting given the complexity of its subject matter, i.e. the question of what popular

music means to the people who make and consume il. In Chapter Nine 1introduce the

notion of 'live texts' in order to show how debates about 'modernity' are expressed

through popular song: the wonders and dangers of lire in the city, the interpenetration of

money and love, the increasing presence of death. 1aIso atternpt to show how popular

music brings people together in certain contexts and pushes them apart in Olhers. In my

analysis of song lyrics, 1set up a distinction between 'signposts' and 'tropes' in order 10

show how musical texts cao he understood at various levels of symbolic meaning and cao

he used by individuals in various ways. Here 1am concemed not only with lyrics, but

also with musical genres, since bath are 'brought to life' or 'activated' in various types of

social relations outside of the world of music.

Chapter Ten is in sorne sense the place to which all the other chapters lead, since it

houses the primary findings and the central argument of the thesis. By looking at several

ways in which 'modemity' and 'tmdition' are embodied and entangled in the practice of

popular music, my intention is 10 describe a particular vision of 'modemity' and to reflect

upon what this vision reveals about what it means ta be 'modem' in a non-Western context

(c.f. Miller 1994). 'Modemity',1 argue, is driven by 'tradition', and 'tradition' pulls

'modemity' back ioto its sphere of utility, resuJting in a kind of never-ending, forever

changing, cultural political spiral. Chapter Nine and Chapter Ten are complementary sioce

in the former 1 try 10 examine local conceptions of the meaning of music, and in the latter 1

develop more fully what cao he considered an outsider's view of music's political and

cultural significance. The short "Coda" following ChapterTen is an attempt ta tie these

two chaplers together by proposing tbat popular music shouJd not he read as a form of
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resistance to 'modemity' , or even a sort of escape from within it~ but an attempt ta gain

mastery over its Many paradoxes and pleasures.

The main argument of the thesis carl he stated in the following way: In Congo­

Kins~ the social phenomenon of popular dance music gives us privileged access ta

understanding the paradox of being 'modem' in contemporary urban Africa, where

'modemity' is seen as a problem, but also as a resource. In this anaIysis, 1set out to show

how 'modemity' and 'tradition' are a1ways and already intertwined, and 1suggest that if

we look chJSely enough, what we see is a particuJar vision of 'modemity', one which DOt

only tells us something about the predicament of living on the receiving end of global

industrial capitalism, but one which a1so reflects peoples' attempts ta come to tenns with

tbis 'modemity'. Through popular dance musjc~ people living in Kinshasa attempt to take

hold of 'modemity' and make it their owo.

The sub-themes of this argument are waven in at different places throughout the

thesis. Issues having to do wilh gender and especially male-fernale relations run

throughout my work, but are especially Present in Chapters Two, Six, Nine and Ten. The

question of ethnie identity is first presented in Chapter Two, but is further elabomted in

Chapters Three, Nine and Ten. Notions of the self and personhood are set out in Chapler

Five, but also addressed in Chapters Seven, Eigh~ Nine and Ten. And the theme of

power--both personal and inter-personal-is present throughout the thesis, though 1give

this topie special attention in Chapter Eighl Each of these themes builds itself up around

ongoing deœtes and discourses which 1argue are grounded in a particular vision of what il

means to 'modem' and what should be done about the predicament of lmodernity' in a

cœremporary urban setting.

Throughout Most of the text, 1have chosen 10 place the ternIS TRADITION and

MODERNITY in single quoœs ('tradition', 'modemity'). This is as much a reminder to

myself as it is to the reader tbat the use of these concepts needs to be constantly

pmblematized. Nonetheless, the quotes 1use will obviously not do the work for me; 1
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hope that my discussion of these ideas in the body of the text does justice to the concems l

have outlined above. Various other tecbnical mechanisms are used to differentiate between

cliffereot languages and language registers:

~ndule' is a term in another language.

ndule is a teon in another language, like a genre or important category that oceurs
often in my writing, e.g. rumba.

"Ndule eza fin" is a novel utterance.

(fr. 'ambiance') is a French tenn and (Ii. ·ndule) refers to Lingala. [use 'kik' for

Kikongo and 'Ids' for KiSwahili.

('ndule', [without "fr.' or 'li.' beforehand]) is a word used in bath French and

Lingala, e.g. 'animation'.

a long passage of text in italics without quotes is a reconstruction from long-lerm

memory not taken directly from field notes or a direct quotation placed al

the beginning of a chapter

Single quotes are also used for translations, especially in footnotes. When

refening to other cbapters, if the reference is in the body of a sentence the chapter tille will

be written out and capitalized (i.e. 'Chapter Ten'). In the case of a parenthetical reference,

( have abbreviated the chapter tide for purposes of convenience (i.e. 'ch. 10'). For plurals

1will try as much as possible to use the plural form of the original language (ex. the

French and Lingala tenn danceuses) although sometimes this is too awkward, say for

example in the case of ClIaiaku, for which no plural usage exists, thus 1retain the singuJar

fonn. A full glossary is included in the appendix 10 the thesis. In tenns of section and

chapter tides, 1have not numbered sections but 1 have differentiated between them using

different types of headings:

bold is the first level of headings and is followed by:
italics (second level) and

regular (third level)
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1should also calI attention to my use of the male gender pronoun. While it is true that the

vast majority of musicians in the Kinshasa music scene are men, il is also true that wornen

have played an enormous role as artists and sometimes as patrons of music. 1 myself had

limited opportunities to observe wornen who work in music (though see ch. 7 and ch. 8),

but this limitation was also conditioned by the noticeable decrease of professional female

musicians in the 1990s (see ch. 6). 1 have tried to make up for this bias by devoting

considerable attention to the way that men and wornen in the audience relate to each other

through music (ch. 9).

Throughout the text, 1will refer to the Democratie Republic of Congo (D.R.C.) as

'Congo-Zaire' or •Congo-Kinshasa' , in arder to distinguish it from the Peoples' Republic

of the Congo, or 'CongtrBrazzaville' with which it shares a common border [figure 0.3].

When 1 use the term "Zaïre", il is to refer 10 the particular period after independence but

before the arrivai of Kabila's forces in Kinshasa, corresponding roughly but not exactly to

the years of Mobutu's Me. In mûSt cases, 1will simply refer to the Congo-Zaire as 'the

Congo' and 1will refer ta the region surrounding Kinshasa to the southwest (formerly

Lower Zaïre) as Lower Congo [figure 0.4]. Cong<.rKinshasa (a former Belgian colony)

and Congo--Brazzaville (a former French colony) both gained independence in 1960. Both

countries have played their part in the development of the musical style, a1though

Congolese from Brazzaville have iocreasingly become overshadowed by the towering

presence of the music scene in Kins~ which has about ten times the population of

BlëlZZaville, or somewhere near 5,000,000 inhabitants [figure O.S].
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Part One: Setting the Stage
Chapter One: Popular Culture and Politics

Theoretical Paths Not Taken

Variations on a Popular Theme
What Popular Culture Is Not
What Popular Culture Is

Popular Culture and Politics
'The Turn to Gramsci'
Practice and Performance
'Modemity' and the Public Sphere

Anthropology and the Fear of PopuJar Culture

[Papular culturel is a fugitive category, seemingly ubiquitous and yet always fading as one
tries to grasp if.

(Karin Barber 1987: 5)

The contemporary cultural production of many African societies-and the many traditions
whose evidences so vigorously remain-is an antidote to the dark fJision of the postcolonial
novelist.

(Kwame Anthony Appiah 1992: 157)
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Judging from most of what has been written on 4popular culture' it would seem that people

everywhere are plagued by the problem of defining what is meant by the tenn 4popular.' At

the level of everyday practice, however, this hardly seems to he the case. In the Congo, at

least in terms of what 1have called 4popular music', the term ~popular' is rarely even used

(ch.3). Nonetheless, the bodies of literature which only loosely fit under the heading of

~popularculture' have a great deal 10 offer the anaJysis of contemporary culture and human

consciousness in an African setting. In the following section 1will discuss sorne of the

theoretical signposts of this writing in order to shed sorne light on the overall argument of

my thesis, namely that popular fonns of cultural expression give us privileged access to

understanding "modernity' as il is experienced in a non-Western context

Ta begin this chapter 1will discuss sorne of the frameworks which May seem

appropriate for the study of papular music, but which for various reasons have not proven

ta he fertile paths of inquiry. This will he followed by a more in-depth discussion of

scholarly attempts to understand what is meant by the tenn 'popuJar culture', including my

own definition which focuses on the tbree suggestive keywords: public, power, and

process. Next 1 will discuss three different perspectives which have been applied to the

study of popular culture in general, and which have influenced my thinking and research

on this subject (Gramsci's notion of hegemony, the emerging literature on practice and

performance, and Habermas' discussion of the public sphere). None of these perspectives

is cansidered sufficient in and of itself for my problematique. Instead, they each bring

something original 10 larger questions about popuIar culture and meaning. What they ail

share to sorne exent is a common Înterest in issues having to do with idealogy and power.

Some are less ethnographie than others; thus the final section of this chapter atternpts to

link the notion of popular culture fonnulated above with the field of anthropology, which

up uotil recently has been very reluctant to deal with popular culture and papular forms of

expression.

34
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Theoretical Patbs Not Taken

Popular music~ the mosl protean~adaptable. transferable of arts. and the ooly one lo make a
notiœable impact on popular audiences outside Mrica. was one of the fml popular Mrican arts to
he seriously studied; but even that was quite a reœnt deve1opment. after many decadcs in whicb
ethnOOlusicologists deplored the amtamination of authentic indigenous traditional sounds by the
infusion ofWesta'D rhythms. melodies and technologies (Barber 1997: 1).

Attempts to understand the significance of music in non-western societies are generally

grouped under the heading of ethnomusicology and are often associated with research that

focuses on the role of music (usually 'traditional music') in relatively isolated classless

societies (Meniam 1964; Feld 1990). Early sludies in this area set out to catalogue cultunll

diversi ty by documenting stylistic and instrumentai variation" and often view music as an

extemal expression of a cultural core or cultural sensibility (Chernoff 1979). Although more

recent works in ethnomusicology have attempted 10 locate popuJar music within a larger social

and historicaJ context" relatively little attention bas heen paid to music as a political or economic

phenomenon. The formative years of ethnomusicology were characterized by an a1most

existential dilemma which pilled esthetics against culture.1 In bis pioneer work The

Anthropology ofMusic, Alan Meniam attempted to argue that the field of ethnomusicology

should he concemed with "the study of music in cuJwre"':

The dual nature of ethnomusioology is clearly a fact of the discipline. The major questioo,
however~ is DOt whether the aothropological or abe musiœlogical aspect should gain MCeDdaocy.
but wbether there is 8IlY way in wbim the two can be mergcd, for sucb a fusion is cleady the
objective of etImomusiœlogy and the keystooe upon whicb the validity of its conlributioo lies
(Merriam 1964: 17).

1EthnomusicolOl)' fint begm to altract the interat of scholars in the 19SOs. especially in the early work
of J.H.K. Nketia., Hugh Traœy and David Ryaoft. Much of this carly work was œaductcd in Southem
Africa, a rqiOll which is still stroogly repn:sented in AfriQDÏst ethnomusicology. Music-rdared researcb
bas been much less comm.on in EMtern Africa and especially rare in Central Mrica. despile the ridmess of
musical production in the reJÎoo.
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Before the 19808, however~ there was very little research and writing to bridge

this gap. David Capian's work was an important early step in this direction. His ln

Township Tonight! (1985) is a social history of Performance in the South Mrican

townships, but it cao also he seen as a narrative of the Black: experience in South African

industrialization (Erlmann 1991). Christopher Waterman (1990), writing aboutjuju music

in Nigeria, addresses not ooly the history of the musical style (and ils relation 10 other local

styles), but also the social and economic forms of musical organization that reinforce

various forms of social inequality and emerging regional identities (Watennan 1990). Veit

Erlmann (1991; 1996) bas drawn from Marxist perspectives 10 show how the constraints

of industrial capitalism and the creation of urban forms of musical perfonnance bave

contributed to the emergence of a class-based form of popular consciousness. Studies of

this type describe a globally intluenced local context in which popular music is more than

social or cultural 'icing', but can itself "mirror and shape other social and historical

processes" (Waterman 1990: 6).2 While 1share with these studies a commitment to

cultural analysis which is grounded in questions of power and history, [ have attempted in

my account to relate these ideas ta a larger body of litemture which is concerned with

understanding the unfolding and operation of 'modernity' in a local African setting.

Some writing bas focused on music as a particuJar fonn of cultural commodity,

especiallyon the way that non-Western musical styles are commodified in the fOIm of

'world music' (Erlmann 1996; Feld 1994; White 1998a). The foundational studies of

commodity exchange (Marx 1936; Polanyi 1957; Rodney 1974; Braudel 1979; Wallerstein

1979) and the more anthropological studies they inspired (Wolf 1982; Mintz 1985) looked

at brœd economic and politicallinks which bring together local and regional economies

ioto a global 'world system.' Studies of this sort have tended 10 portray the flow of

20rcourse qualifiadioos bave been made with repds ta the explaoatory power oC music. WIlen3 many
early studies ofdbnomusicology assumed _ isœnorpbic rdaliOlllhip bdween soog strŒtUre and social
st1'UdUre, 1alcr 8CCOUII1s questiooed lbis..umpIÏOD: "'Evcry1biag that is sociaUy sipifiamt md
institutionally reaI ..js DOl necessmly represcIltal in musiali ordcr, oœasÎODS, or raoun:es" (Feld 1984:
405; sc:e also ErImano 1991 and WaIeImaD 1990: 213).



37

commodities as homogenizing and uni-directional~ and as destructive of pre-capitalist

societies. In recent years, however, there has been increased interest in the cultural aspects

of commodities and commodity f1ows~ an area of research which May prove helpful for

understanding the commercialization of cultural fonns. At issue here is the very notion of

'commodity', which Appadurai and ailiers have argued should explain not only the

production of goods, but also the production of meanings, often for a diverse and diffuse

market (Gregory 1982; Taussig 1983; Appadurai 1986; Oudeman 1986; Thomas 1991).

Variations on a Popular Theme

When we add the qualifier popular lo culture. we do this bc:cause we feel that il allows us lo
conceptualize certain kinds of human praxis which culture without the qualifier either ignores or
makes disappc3 (Fabian 1998: 1).

The notion of 'popular' cannat he understood independently of the political and

social meanings which are already inscribed within it (Barber 1997; Bourdieu 1983; Fabian

1998). The various arms of the state apparatus, via large-scale 'culture industries', take

advantage of the tluid nature of the category 'popular' as a rhetorical device to reinforce a

position of hegemonic control (Adorno 1991; Adorno and Horkheimer 1993). Their

opponents, often romantics, use the term 'popular' to defend the position of the

downtrodden and exploited. There are a number of slodies which examine the history of

the concept of 'popular' (Kilching 1982; Bennett 1986a), as weil as an increasing number

of sourcebooks on the specifie question of popular cuJture (Motz 1994; Mulœrji and

Schudson 1991). Given the quality and covemge of these writings, 1will not discuss them

in detail here. [will, however, discuss the way that certain key contributors ta this

literature have set out lo define and problematize the notion of plpular culture. As a

framing device for the material presented in later chapters, this section is not intended to he

a comprehensive survey of the literature on popular culture. Instead,I have attempted 10



focus on certain issues that are particularly relevant to an anthropologica11ine of inquiry

and to my larger argument about 'modemity' in an African setting.

What PopuJar Culture ls Not

Anybody who says 'popularcu1ture t doesn'l need to say: 'as opposed to unpopular culture, elite
culture. or folk culture. traditional culture. or aristocratie culture,' or wbatever. They leave the
ather bit absent so mat il looks fuller as a term tban il actually is. But unless we know what il
is tbat it's being contrasted with. we do Dot gel a picture of the whole field of which popular
culture is, by definitioo, ooIy a part (Hall cited in Bennett 1986: 16).

Popular culture alman always implies its other.3 Most discussions of popular

culture--academic and otherwise--begin (or at least are infused) with the belaboured

distinction between 'high' culture and 'Iow' culture, a distintion which is increasingly seen

as being based in social plUties rather than in sorne absttael esthetic or intellectual criteria

(Barber 1997; Slallybrass & White 1986). Post-modemist critiques have confinned what

we suspected for sorne time, namely that these two categories exist primarily as social

constructs (or perhaps as modes ofdiscourse) and that although late capitalism bas

witnessed their undoing to some extent, they still exist as social strategies (Bourdieu

1984). Based on a sirnilar distinction between 'elite' and 'non-elite' forms, Adorno and

Horkheimer (1993) formulated their argument about the emergence of 'mass culture'.4

The culture industry, they argued, was responsible for duping the masses under the 'guise

of enlightenment'. This 'mass deception' not ooly stupefies the people, but it also re­

conditions them, making subjects and creating consumers. This argument would he bath

praised and criticized (Hebdige 1993; Middleton 1990), but il is an important building

3Aa:ording to Piem Bourdieu (l~), the tam 'popuIar' mers la evaythîng tbat is "non.legitimatc t
•

COIIlJJ'R with Bakhtio's (1984) DOCÏOIl of Ibe 'unoffiàal'.
4oWorks ofart are asœtic" uoashmDcd; the culture industry is pomopapbic aod prudish. Love is
downgraded to 1'OD8Iœ. And, afla' the desceol, mudl is pamith:d; evea ÜoellCe as a m.ketable speQalty
bas irs quoca1M3iDg tbc trade dcsaiptiœ AdariDg' (Adomo aod Hortbeimcr 1993: 38).
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block in the various strands of cultural critique which attempt to account for the mie of the

state in their analysis.5

The influence of Adorno and Horkheimer (and other members of the Frankfurt

School) on the scholarship of cultunll politics bas 100 to a certain conflation between mass

culture and popular culture (Barber 1997). Over time the tenns have become systematized

in different ways. One approach views 'popular' or 'mass' culture as something that is

imposed on the people and over which the people have no control (e.g. Attali 1985). The

other views popular culture as a form of resistance or opposition (e.g. Hebdige 1979). In

the first casey mass culture becomes popular cultureyin the second the two are diametrically

opposed. Whether popular culture is opposed to mass culture or equated with it, popular

and mass culture together are often opposed to the categories of 'folk' and 'eHte' cultural

forms (Barber 1987).6 The romanticism hinted at in the "oppositional" apprœch y to sorne

extent a fonn of populism, has made its presence feh especially in scholarship on Latin

America Rowe and Schelling (1991) present an ideological scheme based on ·romanticist'

and 'emancipatory' views of popular culture and Garc{a-Canclini (1993) funher divides the

romanticists into romantic idealists and romantic empiricists. As Barber suggestsy the

traditions of popular activist theater and populist religious movements in Latin America are

important ta understanding the history of these lerms. 7

Thus "when the tenn 'popular culture' is transferred to Africa, it brings with it a

history of conflicts, assumptions and problems'" (Barber 1997: 8). In Africa, the idea of

5Acamling to Simon During. Adorno's and Horkheimer's treIlcbant early critique must be uodastood in
the cootext in wweb il was wrïtten. As refugces from Nali Germaoy exilai in the U.S.A.• Hider's
totalitariaoism aad the Amaican market system tend 10 he fused in their thought. They WCIe also writing
al a lime when the Ameriœo cultural industries. especiaUy fllm, \Vue still very vertically integrated. The
Gramsciao 'nun' in cultural studies (sec below), as weil. the work of Walter Benjamin. look a lJl(ft

DU8Ilced stance with regards to Adorno and HŒkhc:imer's positioo OB 'mass culture'.
6compan: these divisioos with Raymood Williams' discussion of residual, emergent. and donri1UWl1
cultures (sec 1997).
'Barba' explaiœ the sub-distinctioo (from Latin American cbeater adivists) betwem popu/Qr cuLtur~y
m-.ing "that whicb serves the people by openiDg tbcir eyes 10 the probIems or thcir existence" and
paJple's cultll'~ 01" tbat whicb envnMes from the people but "'bim is a Conn of false axuaousœss aod
Ibos rciDCon:es the status quo (B.tJcr 1997: 3). a.bcr bas also writtal about Afriam fOlDlS of adÏvist
tbeater (1987).
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popular culture is used as a means of stmying from an anthropological fixation on tribalism

(Fabian 1998: 2). Somewhat reluctandy, Karin Barber (1987) teases out and fixes into

place a three-part model of popular culture (traditional, popular, elite) which she argues is

the basis for a kind of consensus among Africanist scholars about how to characterize

African papolar arts (see also Mudimbe 19(1). Elite arts are seen as icomplex' and

correspond to the mostly European-influenced manifestations of 'high art' such as

literature, filmmaking, painting and certain types of music and visual arts. Traditional arts

are viewed as "evidence of a rich cultural heritage" (sucb as masks and other ritual

objects), but also include sculpture and bodily decorations which are embedded in social

(usually rural) practice. Both elite and trnditional art foons are legitimized by Western

standards of 'art' (Steiner 1994) and theyare patronized or co-opted by the modernizing

project of colonial and post-colonial states (Diawara 1992; Mudimbe 1991). Popular

culture, according to Barber, is ignored. In the practice of theory, this three-way division

onen takes the fonn ofa continuum, with two polar opposites (elite and traditional) and a

huge unidentifiable "residual eategory" in the middle (Barber 1987). This status as

lleftover' serves to further marginalize popular culture from academic discussions about

imodernity' and social change. In the following section, l will try to summarize scholarly

effons--not only from Africa--to recuperate tbis category of cultural knowledge and

production.

What Popular CU/lure ls

[n ber groundbreaking 19jjf article "Popular Ans in Arrica", Karin Barber takes

on what she ca1ls the 6hydra' of African cultuml production and popular arts. This

metaphor is apt IlOt only because of the epic proportions of cultural creation in

contemporary Africa~ but also because of ils many faces, or in this case~ many heads.
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Although Barber's survey is fundamentally concemed with questions of definition and

categorization, she must also he credited with close attention 10 the 'fugitive' or

'ambiguous' nature of the beast (Cooper 1987: 99).8 In order to tease out certain

theoretical thernes, in lhis section 1 will draw not ooly from Barber's survey article, but

aise from several articles which were written in response to il, as weil as from recent

writing in the field of anthropology, cultural history and cultural studies (c.r. During 1993;

Fabian 1998; Mukerji and Schudson 1991).

Most substantive definitions of popular culture cefer (al least initially) to the

commonsensical idea that popular culture is by definition something that is, simply put,

"popular", meaning something that is sought after by a broad cross-section of a particular

society or commumty. This aspect of the definition is attributed varying degrees of

theoretical import (Lipsitz 1990; Barber 1987; Bennett 19800). Those that avoid this basic

point of departure do sa with good reason, as in the case of Mukerji and Schudson (1991),

who opt for an easy and sare 'ali-inclusive' definition, or Bennett, who argues for an

approach which keeps lhese tenns '4definitionally empty in arder to fiU them poIiticaJly in

varying ways as circumstances may require" (l986b: 8). This definitional emptiness, itself

a mystical proposition, echoes Bourdieu7 S (1983: 1) idea that 'popular' is a '·magical

expression which is protected from examination" or de Certeau's (1984) "dark rock that

resists ail assimilation". Roland Barthes (1957) examines the way in which everyday fanns

and practices are dehistoricized and converted into the mYlhs of bourgeois modemity, an

observation which is laler made by Stuart Hall: U •••popular culture, commodified and

stereotyped as it often is, is Dot al ail, as we sometimes think of il, the arena where we find

out who we real1y are, the truth of our experience. ft is an arena which is profoundly

mYlhjc'7 (quoted in Davies 1995: 135).

8aranqvist (1990) attcmpts a similar ovaview for Ibe rqion. His analysis caUs attalliœ to tbe
imporumce of cultural rOIDIS of exprasioo in non-Iitende melies. but is douded by a ralber tbin atlaDpt
to daim popuI. forma as iDbcreDdy ·posbDodan' becIuse of tbcir multi-vocal DahIre. Barber (1997) and
Fabi_ (1998) are a1so important ovavicws of popuI.. culture theŒy CŒ Ihe œgiœ.
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Barber's characterization of popular culture is much more grounded in the

concrete. Although she has been accused of constructing a model which is slatic (1ules­

Rosette 1987), Barber's analysis must he seen as one of the first systematic global attempts

to c1assify cultural products in Africa. Barber herself is critical of her model '5 excessive

rigidity, but its emphasis on categories of goods brings to our attention the very neglected

questions of production, consumption and commercialization. She detaiIs three kinds of

popular art forms: thase bath produced and consumed by the people (what she caUs 'fully

popular', dance music in Congo is an excellent example), those consumed by the people

but not produced by them (imported consumer goods and fonns related ta government or

international development programs), and those produced by the people but not consumed

by them (usually forms related to tourism). Each of these three categories has a sub­

categOry which divides the forms into commercial and non-commercial foons. Barber's

model cao he criticized for not problematizing to a greater extent the raie of

commereiaJization (Cosentino 1987), and for tending to favor popular arts as the sole site

of innovation and creativity (Amoldi 1987). Barber herself critieizes her model's tendeney

ta "pre-empt history" (l987a) and agrees with Cooper's suggestion that power must he

understood in terms of everyday practice.

ln asserting the historie specificity of popular culture in an African setting, Barber

is primarily concemed with popular culture's emergent quaJity (c.f. R. Williams 1rm):

Il is in popular arts tbat shared understandings are constituted... This. of course. is true lo a
greater or lesser extent of ail art. but it seemed lo me that for popuJar an it is particularly
important. Basal in emergent classes. whicb bave ooly a nascent sense of common identity.
meeting fieetingly in an environmenl of alienation and dynamic change, of ruptured Ùes and new
patterns of relatiooship, popular art is orten the ooly public fonun through which ail these
experiences can be aircd (Barber l~a: 110).

le as Barber argues, popular arts have their own historicity, cao il also be said that they

possess a particular style or esthetic? A number of popular culture scholars are skeptical
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about this proposition. Garcfa-Canclini (1993) argues that popular culture cannat he

reduced 10 a set of esthetic characteristics since7 by definition, it is inherently fluid and

non-codified. Despite the fluidity of the category, however7 1do think that popular culture

abides bya certain logic7 one which might be described by Bahktin's (1984) idea of a

6centripetal., cultural dynamic7 or7 in more concrele terms, what Achille Mbembe (19913)

has called the 6earthiness' of popular modes of action. Mbembe's discussion of popular

parody with regards 10 the symbolic rituaI of the post-eolonial state caUs up a Gramscian

dialectics of power which is consistent with the data 1 have presented on comrnercialized

praisesinging (ch. 8) and the tmpic elements of popular song texts (ch. 9).

Hall and Whannel (1967) argue that popular art is highly dependent on the interaction

belWeen the perfonner and the audience, but it is the development of an esthetic of personal

style that truly separates popular arts from folk forms (Cawelti 1971; Gamson 1992). The

thematic patterns that Barber proposes (rural-urban oppositio~ urban danger and pleasure,

social mobility and misfonune) do not necessarily seem unique to popular arts, but it does

seem important ta observe tbat popular artists., unlilœ pmctitioners of elite and traditional art,

have a high degree of freedom with regards to artistic and professional decisionmaking:

uUnofficial [popular] arts ... seem 10 rejoice in their freedom from the constrainlS of the

official systems of conventions, while al the same time exploiting the possibilities of elements

absbacted from both elite and traditional canons" (Barber 1987: 35).9

One of the Most compelling propositions of Barber's analysis is the suggestion

that the categories of popular arts not he seen as empirical classes of products, since uthey

represent expressive fields with their own centers of gravity, their own chamcteristic

tendencies, pulls of influence, and modes of orientation" (ibid: 19),10 This passage c1ear1y

represents the primary tension in Barber's ovemll argument While she very carefully

9thc situalion 1will desaibe for Congo, howevcr. (sec ch. 4) shows how the decay of post-coloaial
economicad poIiticai infrMtrueture .bas meaot tbat popuIar musiciaos are far fJœl being Cree (!Ce also
Coda).
lOrbis nalion of plpolar culture as 'site' bas also bccn OOIIUIlCIlted on by other sdloIars of popuIar culture:
Ga'da-Caudioi's (1993) ''position''. Rowe and SdJeJliDI's (1991) udispcned sile" aod SIUat HaIl's
UUansformalioas" (1981: 228). Sec also Barber (1987). Fabian (1998). aodDavies (1995).
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qualifies the bounded nature of the categories being used to discuss popular cu1ture~ there

is an underlying quest for structure in ber analysis.11 The argument exposes a definitional

anxiety which cao he secn as a strength to the extent that il exposes the limitations of

Westem classification schemes and brings us to the question of indigenous knowledge:

If we ever expect to go beyond the constrainlS imposed by the tripartite Westem model of the arts
and avoid an impoverished defiDitioo of Mrican expressive forms. we need seriously to
ÏDvesligate how people themscJves derme specifie expressive fonns and cootexts in local settings
(Amoldi 1987: 80).

·'Instead of agonizing about the adjective 'popular'," writes Fabian~ U we should concentrate

00 what il makes appear and known" (1998: 3). Thus what is truly interesting is not

determining what is popular and what is not~ but looking at how local categories of cultural

production inform or retlect the experience of living in a ·modem' African world (ch. 3, 9).

Wriling about popular fonns of cultural expression is always in danger of

conflating popular arts and popular culture (see White 199&).1 2 'Popular arts' refers to

any fonn of cultural activity or production which is framed in lerms of ilS status as a

cultural product or perfonnance. This includes: the performing ans (dance~ theater,

music, storytelling, comedy)~ the visual arts (painting, sculpture, handicrafts, cartoons~

music videos~ whether intended for consumptioo by locals or tourists), certain forms of

popular fiction and film, and certain forms of decoration~ including graffiti (bouses, taxis,

coffins~ bodies).13 These categories (which 1will refer to as 'expressive culture') are thus

11The geoeral feeling 1get from what ... been written about popular culture is tbat there is a deep cooœm
with defining and delimiting Ihe notion. Despite the important errons to see popuIar culture Dol as an
entity, but as a spaœ 01' site of cultural ailique (sec previous fOOlDOO:), most disœssioDS contiDue to
agooize over wbat is meant by the tam and bow il is distinct from otber tiDds of culture.
12Karin Barber bas avoided this probIcm by fnaing ber discussion in laDlS of popuI. -u, a1thougb sile
docs relate the arts to 'culture' in the a.geI' seosc of the tam (1987: 16). Fabian explores wbat it is about
popular culture tbat ··causes us to think of i~ and taIk about il, as aD art radier tban a science or religion of
üVÏDg aod survival" (1998: 92). Gc:atz's (1983) essay on tbe relatioosbip betweeo art and cullUn: maltes
the simple but depnt point tbat estbetics are just ,. imponmt in DOIl-Wcstem societies as they are in die
West (sec a1so Galaly 1983), and tbat discussioos about awt in tbese socicties are grounded DOt in estbdics
for es1hctia' sate~but in Ihc poIiliali md social ralilics wbich correspood to exIRssive cultuR.
131Ja'ber's comprcbensive scbaDe of caIegOries ofpopuIar art forms rates iDto c:oasidaalion the fme
nwmœJ ofart fums whic:b vtrJ acaxding ta produœrmd COIUIIIDCr. The cœnpIex allegory oC importai
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,
,

a sub-set of the larger category of 'popular' culture, which in addition to everything

mentioned abave, aJso includes oral-based forms of cultural expression (rumors, sayings,

language, jokes), public forms of festivity and competition (carnival, parade, beauty

pageants), and everyday practices and gestures which occur outside of a setting frnmed by

the terms 'folklore' or "trnditional' .

This overview (in actuality nothing more than a list) gives us an idea of what

popular is, but it tells us very little about what popular culture does. ln order 10 make tbis

leap, l want to highlight three aspects which are not necessarily unique ta popular culture,

but which 1consider 10 be more representative of popular cul ture than other cul tural

forms. 14 1 hope that these aspects illuminate sorne of the ways in which popular culture

differs from culture "tout court' (Fabian 1998), but most importantly that they altest to

popular culture' s potential 10 revea1 valuable information about the paradoxes of

'modemity' and of 'being modem' in a Congolese setting.

First, popular culture is public. In other words, it is readily available to a wide­

ranging audience and usedlimagined by a significant proportion of a given society or

community. Il is not necessarily Iinked to the poor or the urban, but given the large

number of people concentrated in urban areas, and given that many of thase people are

poor, it is usually they who ligure most prominently in its elaboration. It cao take the

extemal form of "traditional' culture or 'folklore' (ch. 10), but it is most often placed in an

oppositional or syncretic relation 10 these forms. Second, and primarily because of its

'public' charncter, popular culture is a space of social and politicaJ negotiation which

inevitably becomes entangled in the struggle for power (in both material and ideologica1

terms). While il is not always sold (for example rumors or language), 1 view popular

cultural goods (wba1 Barber caUs "Dot produced but coDSlDDed locally") 1take to be important parts of
popuJar culture but Dot within the category of popular arts.
14fabian outlines four concomitants of popuJar culture: il is plural. il occurs iD shared lime. il is
political. and il reveals cracks in n:ceived culture theory. 1sec the last as qualitatively different from the
fmt three. since il addresses the concems of the aothropologist and Dot the practitioDers of popular culture.
Of the four. 1am most iDtrigued by the second (il oœurs in sbared time), because of the way thal il exposes
the temporality of the tripartite categorization discussed in most of the wriling on popular culture (elite.
traditional. popular).
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culture in its commercial form as the most interesting for the purposes of analysis because

of the complex ways in which commercial culture is related 10 issues of value and meaning

(ch. 4). Third, popular culture is not only an object but also a proeess. The production

of popular culture involves individual agency (execution, promotion., distribution), but also

processes that are fundamentally social (ch. 7, 9) and profoundly political (4,8). Although

popular culture often takes the form of a physical product, its political and social content is

more visible when il is seen as a sile or a discursive space (Fabian 1998).

Popular Culture and PoUties

ln the previous section 1attempted to bring together ideas from various theoretical

streams in order 10 deepen our understanding of what is meant by the tenn 'popular

culture". 1t seems appropriate that an abject of study as variable and diffuse as this one

should benefit from the collective wisdom of various perspectives. In this section 1 will

use a similar ecclecticism to discuss sorne of the theoretical approaches which give a more

political rendering of popular forms of cultural expression: cultural studies and the work

of Gramsci, anthropological theories of practice and performance, and the emerging public

sphere literature inspired by the work of Habermas. In their own way, each of these

approaches has contribured to my thinking on the subject of popular culture, and they each

retlect the inseparable nature of popular culture and politics. They are as much

frameworks from which 1dmw inspiration as they are theoretical models (i.e. ideals)

toward which 1strive. 1am convinœd that sorne combination of these approaches cao

further our understanding of how local discourses of 'modernity' are articu1ated and

activated through popular foons of cultural expression.



47

'The Tum to Gramsci 1

These theoretical developments. rmally. have beœ. accompaoied by a sureness of political
purpose as the study of popuIar culture bmi been defmed as a sile of positive political engagement
by bath socialists and feminists in their concem 10 identify bath those aspects of popular adture
whicb serve to secure consent to existing social arrangements as weil as those wbich, in
embodying alternative values. supply a source of opposition to thase arrangements (Bennett
1986a: xii).

The 'theoretical developments' in Bennett's passage refer ta the particular tum of

events wtùch would permit the conditions for the institutionalization of the study of

popular culture through what would become known as British cultuml studies.15

According ta Bennett, debates in cultural studies during the 1970s were centered around

the tension between two conflicting approaches or paradigms within the field.

Structuralism was characterized by a concem to explore how deeply embedded stnlctures

affect social pnlCtice and meaning (e.g. Saussure's langue which dictates the outeomes of

parole). CulturaJism, on the other band, engaged in a romantic search for authentic values

and expressions of subordinate social groups and classes (Bennett 19800: xii). Bennett

argues thal structuralism sought 10 "reveal the obfuscating mechanisms of the dominant

ideology" through the anaIysis of popular culturnl texts, while culturalism set out to locale

an authentic dominated voice by "interpreting ils meaning and amplifying its cultural

volume" (ibid: xiv). The two paradigms aIso corresponded with diverging disciplinary

interests, the fonner heing primarily engaged in the area of cinema, television and popular

writingyand the latter in history and sociology. The impasse resulting from lhis difference

of opinioDy which was as much theoretical as il was poIitical, would only he resolved by

the revitalilation of the concept of begemonyand what Bennett refers ta as the 'turn ta

Oramsci Y
:

15Hcre 1am mening ta the field of studies 'l'bim tata its eue from raeardJ begiooiug iD the 19705
coming out of the Birmingham Cenlre for Conlempoouy Cultural SlUdïes in the V.K. For a goad
summary of Ibis approacb sec Tumer (1992). For a more aualytiad historical view of cultuJal studies. !Ce

Davies (1995). Then: are also a number of taden in the area ofcultural studies. sec especiaUy During
(1993).
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In Gramsci's conspectUs, plpular cullW'e is vicwed oeither as the site of the people's cultural
defonnation nor as their cultural self-affmnarïon or, in any simple Thompsooian sense, of their
own self-makiog; rather, il is vicwed as a force field of relations sbaped, preciscly. by these
contradietory pœSSID'eS and teIldencies-a perspective which enables a significant reformulation of
both the theoretical and the politica1 issues al stake in the study of popular cul ture (1986a: xiii).

The repositioning which resulted from this 'tum' ID the work of Gramsci created a

critical Marxist position from which popular culture could he anaIyzed without falling

victim to either the gloomy detenninism of mass culture theories or the romantic idealism

of the culturalist approach. Gmmsci's theory of hegemony (see 1971) enabled cultural

analysis to move from a notion of power based on the simple opposition of domination and

resistance, to one wbich viewed power as a complex dialectic of power relations,

effectively neutralizing the base-superstructure debate which has for so long haunted

Marxist critical scholarstùp (R. Williams 1997). Thus popular culture in Gramscian terms

constitutes the "terrain on which the dominant, subordinate and oppositionaJ cultural values

and ideologies meet and intermingle..." (Bennett 1986b: 19; c.f. Manuel 1993). For

Gramsci, popular culture is neither a simple vehicle for hegemonic power nor a mechanicaJ

response to its presence, but a complex spaœ of interpenettation between the two. As

Bennett notes for Gramsci:

ft is no more possible in the pa"t than in the present lO locate a sourœ of popular cultlU'al
activity or expression wbich is not. al the same tîme. profoUDdly mol tbrough \Vith dements of
a domioanl culture andy in SOUle sense, located within it as weU as against il (Benoett 1986b:
18).

Thus a romanticized notion of 'resistance from below' no longer bas the saane

magic. Frederick Cooper bas observed tbat "...much of the resistance literalUre is written

as if the "R" were capitalized" (1994: 1532). LilaAbu-Lughod (199Ob) has shown how

the human sciences' fascination with the concept of resîstance bas tended to obscure more

detailed understandings of how power actually operates in society and between its
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members (see Coda). It is this dialectic aspect of Gramsci t s work (also echoed in the

writings of Raymond Williams, e.g. 1997) which informs the various discussions of

power scattered throughout tbis text, he they in relation to the state (ch. 2, 4), social forms

of authority and differentiation (ch. 9), or embedded in the everyday micropolitics of life as

a musician (ch. 8).

Practice and Perfonnance

But 1am saying thal we should look not for the componcnts of a produet but for the conditions
of a practice. When we fmd ounelves looking al a particular work, or group of works, often
realizing, as we do SOt their esseotial COIDDluoity as weil as their irreducible individuality. we
should find ourselves attending fml 10 the reality of their practice and the conditions of the
practiœ as it was executed (R. Williams 1997: 48).

One of the effects of this renewed emphasis on culture as a site of struggle was to

render visible a previously negiected area of theoretical inquiry, namely everyday people and

practices. If, as Gramsci argued, hegemony depends on the taeit acceptanee of 'the people' ,

the question of how and in what contexts this agreement is negotiated becomes a crucial one.

Many theorists have looked ta practice for answers. Early practice-based approaches look

eues from anthropological research which looked at how culture was reproduced through

ritual (e.g. Turner 1969), but with time there emerged a focus 00 the everyday and the

ordinary (Barthes 1957; Ginsburg 198)), oot only in the form of routines (as in Bourdieu's

habitus) but also as tactics (de Certeau 1984).16 Aceording to Sherry Ortner (l~),

prnctice-based approaches in the early 1980s, drawing as much from Marx as from Weber,

often set out to better understand the relationship between human actioo and "the system", or

in Giddens' (1979) tenDs belWeen agency and structure.

16fn.. inta'eSting strategie IDOve, Jean aad John Comaroff relate researdl on ritual ta the burgeoning field
of practice-based 8Ildu'Opol0lY: "As a rault. ritual ba, for mmy, become aImost syDODyDIOUS wilh
'signifying' pr8CÛœ••." (1993: xvi). Man:us discuslCS pradiœ mduopology &1 a theorc:tical movemeot
wbich pilted itself apiDsl die posilivist "bigla tbeory' of the 19708 (Ma"aL11986: 166).
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Following the very provocative suggestion that subjectivity in late capitalism

witnessed a graduai shift from the field of production to that consumption (Baudrillard

1970)~ much of the literature on practice has concemed itself with what Michel de Certeau

(1984) has referred ta as 'consumer production' , or the production of meaning through

consumption (McCmcken 1988; Miller 1987; R. Williams 1991).17 Retooling or

~poaching' the world of goods which is imposed upon them, "users make innumerable

and infinitesimal transfonnations of and within the dominant cultural economy in arder te

adapt it to their own interests and their own rules" (de Certeau 1984: xiv). Thus for de

Certeau consumption is a profoundly political process: "The ractics of consumption~ the

ingenious ways in which the weak make use of the strong, thus lend a politica1 dimension

to everyday practices" (ibid: xvii). But consumption practices are not the only means

through \vhich de Certeau's ~everyman' attempts to impose his own meanings upon the

socio-economic order. Walking in the city, renting an apartmen~ cooking, and especiaHy

speak.ing, to the exent that tbey ail involve a taetical appropriation of the means of power

(buildings, real estate, food, speech, etc.), can also he seen as acts of subversion. [n

Chapter Ten 1will discuss how the symbolic power of ·modernity' is appropriated for use

in the production of local popular music.

De Certeau'5 model of social action, one which privileges the act of speaking or

·enunciation', refiects the influence of Austin's notion of perfonnative uttemnces. As a

corrective te strueturalist linguistics, anthropological theories have also looked al the

perfonnative aspects of language (Finnegan 1969; Hymes 1974; Kratz 1989) and the social

and esthetic aspects of ritual practiœ (Galaty 19&3; Turner 1969). One of the important

outcomes of this research was the idea tbat perfonnance is not simply the enactment of a

text, but a complex mode of social production: "Performance is the text in the moment of

its actuaiization" (Fabian 1990: 9). Thus the concepts of 'practice' and 'performance'

17BRÜeDridge md AppdJrai bave privilcged œosumptioo in much of tbàr wOlk bccause .~ trying ID
uaderstaDd the poIilical ÎmalÏnay oC modemity. it is importaDt to eupge with the subjcdive cxperieoce or
modem üfe, wbicb is doscly lied up with pmiad. sorts ofpI~ure.desire. md ageocy" (1995: 5).
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share similar roots and parallel histories. Margaret Thompson Drewal, in ber important

overview of performance slUdies in AfTica, gives a definition of performance wbich

retlects the proximity of the two: uthe practical application of embodied skiUs and

knowledge to the task of taking action in everyday sociallife" (1991: 3).18

The primary value of theories based in practice and performance is that they view

expressive culture as the product of human labor.19 Expressive culture is a fonn of work,

oot ooly insofar as it involves physical human labor (finding and preparing materials,

collecting and maintaining tools, searching for inspiration and artistic production whether it

he in or outside of a performative context). but also to the extent that it embodies complex

sets of meaning which can he missed. caught and even reinterpreted by a diverse and

changing audience. To understand cultural products broiMlly defined it is necessary to

understand the processes which bring them to lire as social facts, namely those of

production, distribution and consumption (Barber 1987; Hall 1993; Steiner 1994). In this

research, various intennediaries are seen as the agents which move popular culture along

from producer to consumer, ranging from simple go-betweens to relatively sophistieated

cultural brokers (ch. 4). The fact that popular cultural fonns are often commercially

mediated allows us to see them as moments of excbange as weil as means in the production

of social and cultuml capital (Waterman 1990; White 1998a).

But understanding these commercial processes does not stop al lhe point of sale. In

[act, as 1will argue in Chapter Nine, il is here that a good deaI of the interpretive work

sbould begin. The emergence of tbeories of reception (primarily in literary studies) and the

post-strueturalist insistence on the multiple meanings generated by lexts have contributed to

18Bodl Drewal aod Fabian (1990) diSCU8S the rdaûoaship between "œpetition' and "practice'. Drewal's
aoaIysis focuses on repctition ml "R-pracntalÏon witb aitic:al differenœ" while Fabian is mosdy amœmed
with how COIDI and alDtalt are operatioaalized duougb repetitioo (meaniog "rebean8l"). In the SClCIÏon
entided "Practiœ is PafOl'lD8llCe" (dl. 7) 1also aII1 atteIllioo to the complex seaumlic sbirCB in Ibese laIDS.

l~ focus 011 adnae &9 a productive poœss (both mataial and symbolic) enablcs us to avoid IWo
imporumt mcthodoIogicai distortions: fant, tbaI of isolatiog cultural me.ung in the study of panicular
produds or leXIS (al III idcalist appI'C*h would do) and sealDd, tbat cf mistakiDg the sl11IdDIe of such a
cultural product fŒ die s1lUCtUre ofsociety. a whole (dL 8). For a good cxample of Ibis approadl. sec
a.da-CaDdiDi (1983).
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the elabomtion of a set of methods whicb are commonly invoked (see Radway 1984; Hall

1980; DeCerteau 1984), but rarely operationalized. As Barber bas shown for Africa, the

perfonnative nature of popular arts--combined with various sons of sub-text and self­

censorship--makes 'reading' a very complex undertaking (Barber 1997: 8). And although

relatively little research has been done on exacdy how African popular texts are interpreted,

there is ample evidence to prove that they are in foct interpreted: "... such works are made in

arder to be, and in the expectation of being9 interpreted" (ibid, original emphasis). In

Coopter Nine 1 will discuss the importance of 'the message' 10 Congolese cultural

production, and in Chapter Ten 1will examine how popular music, with meaning condensed

in words as weil as motion, expresses the paradoxes of a 'modemity' which is largely

determined by the nature of its relationship with 'tradition'. The literature on praetice and

performance is important to my research not only because it bas registered an increasing

interest in the history of performative genres (ch. 3)9 bUl also because of ilS emphasis on

social jockeying and a more systematic treatrnent of questions of power (ch. 8, 9).20

(Modemity' and the Public Sphere

The geoic is out of the boule. and as localities tum ÎDto "sites' througbout the worl~ particu1ar
societies bccome localioDS nat of pristinc cultures. but rather of complex and specifie
negotiatioos betwcen hisrory and globIIlity (Appadurai and BRdœoridge 1995: (6).

Drawing on the work of Habermas, Appadurai and Breckenridge propose the use

of the term 'public' and its accompanying 'public culture' ta capture the diffuse and diverse

forms of cultural practices and products wbich characterize modem societies ail over the

world (1995). Habermas' notion of the 'public sphere', which is based in a post-industrial

20Jmp0rtaut examples ofbistorical approadIa to the stUdy oC Mriœo paformmee include CopI..(1~.
ErlmaDn (1991; 199(8). Fabian (1990), Ranger (l97S)'" Walaman (1990). l'be qucslÎOIl ofpower and
performaœ bas bcco takcn op \Vith n:prds 10 die S1aIC (Avcrilll997), social dass (WatermaIll990) and
extaoal forœs soda as die wood audet formusiç (Erl1IUDl1996b).
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European reading of social and politica1 change, is characterized by the separation of the

'private' from the 'public', and the emergence of a mass media which leads to the

depolitici:zation of public life. Despite the criticisms of Habermas' work, Appadumi and

Breckenridge prefer bis notion of 'public' culture to the less neutral tenns 'mass culture' or

'popularculture': "The tenn public culture thus allows us ta describe IlOt a type of cultural

phenomenon but a zone of cultural debale..." (1995: 5). Public culture, they argue, cannat

he understood apart From the processes of globalization (which they have addressed in

much of their wor~ especially the journal Public Culture) and without first separating the

notion of 'public' from ils particular bistorical association with civil society in Europe.

Appadurai and Breckenridge thus appropriate the lerm for uses other than thase

intended by Habermas. In tbis contexl. "what is being generated are prismatic structures

of modemity, which are peculiar in the shape of the cultural and historical trajectories they

bring 10 the present and thus to the way they refract (or infiect) the worlds they imagine"

(1995: 15). In Chapter Nine (and later Chapter Ten), 1 will look specifically at what is

meant by these 'trajectories', beginning from the premise that "what is distinctive about

any particular society is not the fact or extenl of its modernity, but rather its distinctive

debates about modemity..." (ibid: 16). Not only does the notion of ~modernity'vary

across cultures, but more and more crossing of cultures (Le. globalization) means that

fiows of ideas and abjects are increasingly complex;

Most soàeties today possess the means for the local production of modemity. and, as their
members move around the world. thae experiaJœS ioform 8Ild inflect one another. mus making
even the paraiigmatic modemity of the United Stara aod Westan Europe (itself DOt an
unproblemalic assumptiOll) DO more prisline (Appadurai and Breclœoridge 1995: 1).

In the case of COIlgoiese popular music, we have a fonn of popular (or public)

culture which tends ta cover or obscure signs of political manipulation, commercial

modification, and conventional expressions ofethnie identity (ch. 10), and tbis

mystification enables the music to he picked up and dispersed in the fonn of a



54

commodified cultural product (White 1998a). As a friend once said to me~ "Africa

produces warm rhythms and bad news~ and we consume them bath". Congolese popular

music is a truc commodity (both in and outside of the country) because it has taken on a

fetishized form that keeps us from being able to perceive the social context and hiSlory of

its production (ch. 4). If there can exist a body of research on the political economy of

culture (Garcfa-Canclini 1993; Davies 1995)~ it might look something like this:

An analysis of art in the age of medJanicai reproduction must do juscice 10 these relationships.
for they lead us 10 an ail-important insight: for the first lime in world history. mechanical
reproduction emaoàpates the work of art from ics parasitical dependence on ritual [and [ would add
the state). To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced bealmes the work of art designed
for reproducibiüty (Benjamin 1968: 224).

Anthropology and the Fear or Popular Culture

l'berc is a chip 00 the shouldcr of anyooe in the acaJemic world who dares taie popular culture
seriously because he or she does sa always in die face of a tradition of bigh culture and is
invariably reckooed by many colleagues altcrnately shallow or subversive ~(ukerji and Schudson
1991: 24).

The proposition of doing the anthropology of popular culture in Africa is highly

contentious~ not only because popular culture is a relatively new field of inquiry which~

because of ils association with Iife in the city and the world of commerce seems more well­

suited to sociology than anthropology, but also because anthropology~s special relationship

with Africa (even more so than with other regions of the world) has been based on some

notion of distilled or 'pure' culture, what Fabian (1998) refers 10 as "culture tOllt court."21

For those who feel uncomfortahle with the idea of popular cultw'e~ to look al it in an

African context may seem indulgent given the very urgent project of understanding poverty

2100 the bistory ofAfriamist mtbropology sec Falk-Moore t s rcœot overvicw (1994).
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and democratic development. 1would argue, however, that the study of popular culture, if

properly done, addresses precisely these concems. Not ooly does it expose the complexity

of various hegemonic relations within Mrican societies wbich tend to perpetuale an ever­

increasing gap between the rich and the poor (ch. 2,4,8), but it also provides us with a

local critique of capitalist development and modernity which assumes individual free will

as the basis [or social justice and democracy (ch. 10).

Before making a declaratioo of this arder it May he useful 10 clear the air with

regards to the relationship between mainstream anthropology and the study of popular

culture. The study of popular culture, contrary to what il May seem, is born of

anthropology (c.f. Fabian 1998). The special affïf1jty between anthropology and popular

culture bas been remarlœd upon from within and outside of the field.22 As [ will show

below, the study of plpular culture, far [rom being oppositional 10 the canons of

conlemporary cultural anthropology, May even he seen as a mediating force between two

conflicting versions of the notion of culture. One of the shorteomings of this text may be

the fact tbat [ often assume the reader, like myself, bas a very broad definition of the tetm

'culture'. While 1do not inrend 10 give a history of the concept, it may he helpful to place

myself within sorne of the debates on this matter.

The Boasian definition of culture (wholes are made up of many intelTelated parts)

was intended as a critique of the evolutionist paradigm which viewed cultural diversity as

analagous 10 biological stages of development. But Boas (and bis students, especially Ruth

Benedict) a1so discounted diffusionist theories for their tendency to treat culture in an

isolat~ piecemeal fashioD. The skepticism which Boas expressed with regards ta the

existence of underlying culturallaws or structures would foresbadow most of the debates

tbat laler came to characterize cultural anthropology as a whole. Although the history of

anthropological theory since Boos is by no means a simple narrative (see Ortner 1984), il

22AccordiDg to Mukerji and Sdmdson, I6Anthropology'S adhoIic approaâl to the study of human socielies
bas beeD essenlial ID Ihe revival (in maoy discipliDcs) œpopuIar adtural studics'" (1991: 18). Fabian
(1998) mabs an 8J1UIDCIlt for popuI. culture as a sort of œm:dÏve to reccived llOCÎoos of dauical cull1Ue
theory.
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seems clear from most accounts that following the development of the two reigning post-war

paradigms (British and American), anthropology would become divided iota two general

tendencies, one structuralist and the other culturaIist (also ~symbolic' or 'interpretive',

compare with Bennett's use of these terms, discussed above).23 Structuralism's emphasis

on stability reflected the view that cultural symbols and myths revealed an underlying

coherent set of social and cognitive structures (Lévi-Strauss). Culturalism, on the other band

(the most often cited example being Geertz) viewed social activity as a site in which values

and heliefs were produced or warked out, a space in which people could '-think out loud"

about their culture (c.r. Fabian 1978).

This is where the slUdy of popular culture fits in. Popular forms of cultural

expression by thelr very nature require an integrated, politicized view of culture wbich

combines insights from bath theoretical streams. Because popular cultural forms are

often implicated in commercial networks of production and distribution, they cali

attention to important structural processes such as globalization and commodification,

or the operation of hegemony al the international, national and locallevels.24 At the

same lime, the study of popular culture (especially performance or practice-based

approaches) gives us privileged access to infonnation about how persona! idenlities are

construcled and experienced within these larger global contexts. The focus on the

context of production (see R. Williams 1997) rePfesents a unique opportunity to see

how these distinct phenomena become articulated through the actions of various kinds

of institutions and intermediaries. Not that these aspects are unique to the studyof

popular culture, but the fact that popular culture is performed, sold and sought after by

a large portion of the population (efites as weil as non-elites) makes il uniquely suited

to accomplishing the objectives of a politicized, holistic anthropology (sec

Introduction). Il is in this sense that popular culture cao he seen as a corrective to the

2JFor the sake of simplifying my argument. 1 will Dot discuss the cultural ecology approach as devdoped
by Leslie White and Julian Steward. In most aœounts this approach takes on the status of a third school or
tmdency (seeOrtner l~).
24J.Iere 1am obviously using •structure' in the Marxist and Dot the Levi-Straussian sense.
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problems which have plagued anthropology and other forms of cultural analysis in recent

years (Bhabha 1994; Fabian 1998; Hannerz 1992; Marcus and Fischer 1986).

But popular culture is more tbanjust a way of solving academic conundra. It is a

way of bringing us closer to the political implications of the work that we do as analysts or

observers of foreign., often dominated cultures (Fabian 1998). As early as 1978, Fabian

was already formulating an argument about the 66conjuring trick" of the social sciences and

humanities which rendered plpular forms of cu1wral expression invisible to foreign and

local researchers alilœ.25 The idea of popular culture, then, is something that 1 think

causes a certain amount of fear among people who consider themselves to he experts of

culture in the sense of the French term ethnologie (that is the set of values, practices and

beliefs which are most easily observable in egalitarian, non c1ass-based societies). Not

only is popular culture diffuse and difficult ta chamcterize (Barber's hydra)., but it is also

66tainted" by i18 exposure to life in the city and its intimacy with the processes of

commercial production. Furthermore, it aise represents an area of inquiry which because

of its apparent similarity to Western cultural forms (both spatially and temporally) is easily

accessed bya myriad of 6non-expen' cultural bn'coleurs (joumalists, popular culture

erilics, folklorists). Whereas in the past, anthropologists had a kind of monopoly on

culture (Pratt 1986), popular culture forces us to realize that culture is in facl everywhere,

and the increasingly blurry border between 6rea}' ethnographyand other forms of cultural

analysis (area studies, cultural studies, travelliterature., etc.) threatens our perception of

ourselves as specialists of ·culture'. If it is true that popular culture "forces us to rethink

the idea of culture itselr' (Fabian 1998: 31)., then what we are presented with is a very

unsettling proplSition.

In this chapter 1have anempted to argue that popular culture olTers us valuable

information about vast areas of public knowledge and experience which traditional social

~music is conspicuously absent from Mudimbc's (1980) a1most lOO-page overvicw ofuculture"
wbidl WIS writteD • a aJIIlribuliœ lo Vanderlindal's 4essai debila' on the stare of affairs in Coogo­
Zaïre.
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anthropology has tended to ignore, especially in its research on Africa. In lite case of

highly commercialized forms of popular culture such as Congolese popular music, we

have easy access to information about the proeesses by which cultural meanings are

produced and disseminated through music, about the embodiment of various sorts of

interpersonal and institutional power in the music's production and dissemination, and

about the emergence of a Congolese public sphere which is dominated by music and

chamcterized by various forms of social interaction and new forms of urban

consciousness. These points, which are essential to any understanding of the complexity

of 'modemity' in an African context, will a1so he taken up in the discussion of historical

issues which 1address in the following chapter.
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Part One: Setting the Stage
Chapter Two: Mediating the Colonial Experience

No History Without Problems
Studying the African City

From Nsasa to 'Kin La Belle'

Looking for Leopoldville (1910-1933)
Carving Out a Space in the City (1933-1945)
The Emergence of an African Public Sphere (1945-1960)
The City as a Symbolic Space

Cultural Polities and the Polities of Culture

Les Petits Blancs
The Politics of Sexuality
Masking Ethnicity

Mediating the Colonial Experience

We chose tlle WTong colonizer; Belgium has no influence in culture.

~fmda Tchebwa. persooal communication)

Modern Zairean music erists because of a European presence here. This is something
that 1 want ail th06e who read about our music to understand.

~lid1el Lonob. persooaI commUDiœtiOll)
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No History Without Problems

Recent historical studies of Africa have expressed sorne degree of discomfort

with the projectof representing "Afrïcan experience" (Cohen & Odhiambo 1989). As

1discussed in the previous chapter, studies of popular culture in Africa come at a time

when anthropology is increasingly sensitive to the importance--and complexity--of

historical data as sources of information about African culture or 'experience'

(Erlmann 19900; Hunt; Fabian 1996; Jewsiewicki 1992). Johannes Fabian~ writing

about the emergence of popular theater in Congo-zaire, has called attention 10 the

unevenness and contingency of popular forms of cultural expression:

... to insisl 00 the attribute 'historical' is to inttoduœ an argument whicb will allow us to see
the emergeoœ of popular theater as one form of a larger s1rUggfe for the production and
expression ofcommuoicable koowledge about life in urban-industrial Africa-factual but also
esthetic. emotive. reflexive and so forth. Thase forms that did develop 10 the level of mass media
(music. painting, the8ter) owe their existence. Dot to a more or less predictable evolutioo
foUowing some generallaws or patterns. but to specific COD8tdlatioDS. accidents in faet. and to
an inlel'play of personal choices and sociopolitical cooditions wbich bave always been ridden with
cont1icts and contradictions. H il was devdopmenlal. this hiSlory bas been characterized by
breaks and breakthroughs more than by stages and transitions (Fabian 1990: 55).

Karin Barber~ discussing Ranger's often-cited Dance and Society in Eastern Africa

(1975), writes that there is a tension throughout bis work between using ben; as a 1001

to understand social bislory, and using facts of social history te illuminate the

phenomenon of hem. If this tension exists in my analysis, it is to sorne extent a

function of the way tbat popular culture operates, sometimes refiecting social change~

sometimes affecting il. Ultimately,I do not see this tension as a handicap, but as an

analytical strength.

The scope of this chapter is necessarily limited by the dizzying amount of material

thal bas been wrinen about the various phases of Congolese history (see e.g. Vellut 1974).

For the purposes of my overail argument, 1have limited my discussion 10 the colonial

period subsequent to the Congo Free Stale. 1will focus œ the period from 1910 to
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roughly 1960, the period during which the city of Leopoldville (later Kinshasa) became the

capital of the Belgian Congo and the period when visible signs of a public, urban culture

began ID emerge from the contact between Europeans and Africans from various walks of

life. In this chapter 1will not address the particularities of cultural policy during the

Mobutu regime, primarily because the formative years of 4modem' Congolese music

occurred under colonial rule (1939-1959). Thal said, the influence of Mobutuist policy,

which manipulated as much as il neglected, should not he underestimated. In Coopter

Ten,I address sorne features of Mobutu's camplex politique culturelle, and in future

research 1 will attempt ta draw comparisons between colonial and post-colonial policy with

regards to culture and cultural production in the Congo.1 My reading of Congolese history

is aJso somewhat biased in ils discussion of the colonial trinity (church, state, commerce).

While 1 refer al limes 10 the relationship between the colonial stale and various missionary

groups or industrial interesls (especially in FJizabethville), in this chapter 1am primarily

interested in the nature of the interaction between the colonial administration and its African

subjects in a colonial urban setting.

ln order ta problematize the relationship between popuiar culture and politics, il is

necessary ID examine at least two aspects of Congo-Zaire's recent history, first the

evolution of Kinshasa as an urban center and a symbotic space, and second the various

forms of social and cultulël1 policy which have been brought to bear œ cultural production

in the region. Before discussing the panicular history of Kinshasa, 1will look briefly al

some of what has been written about cilies and the process of urbanization in an African

setting. The specifie sections on the evolution of Kinshasa will he divided into three

distinct historical periods which correspond more or (ess with changes in colonial plHey,

but also changing politics and demographics in the Belgian colonial world.2 This will he

lIn otber clJapcas 1bave disaJSsai the effed8 of Mobutuist poIicy OB the music indusb'y (dL 4). and the
rdalioasbip betweco popuIar music and ~Sb*-spooson:d' music wbida was inteoded lo promole Mobutu's
complex political madlioe (dl. 9).
2A1thougb 1am priJmKy aJDœIIICd witb the case of Kinshasa. SOlDe examples from olhcr colonial urbm
œDters will also be used (espcàally FJizabdhville [Lobumbebi] lDd Sa.deyvillc [KiS8llplli».
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fol1owed by a brier discussion of the Congolese city as a symbolic space. The second part

of this chapter will examine several areas of social interaction during the colonial period in

which locaI and not so local notions of 'culture' and 'modernity' were held up for debate,

called into question. sometimes altered. and sometimes fixed in place. In the final section 1

will examine the possibility that popular culture in the form of music and urban nightlife

acted as a mediating force between contlicting views about the virtues of 'modernity' in the

Belgian colonial context.

Studying the Arrican City

For better or worse. the new fabric of African society is the city (Balandier 1985 [1955]: vii).

Arrica is mast often portrayed as a rural continent While it May he true that levels

of urbanization are lower in Africa than in Asia or Latin America, il is also true that Sub­

Saharan Africa bas one of the highest rates of urbanization in the world.3 Fanning is the

mast common occupation in Africa and il is probably tnJe lItat the vast majority of urban

Africans bave relatives in rural areas, but it is also true thal the city takes up a great deal of

space in African imaginations. More thanjust a place to find work or make money, it is a

place of wonders and dangers, and it has been so for a long time.4 Apart from a high

concentration of cities in southwest Nigeria, cilies (tbat is more than lOO,<XXl) are relatively

evenly spread throughout the continent African cilies have certain characteristics in

common with cities in other parts of the world: a history of colœial occupation, huge

disparities in wealth and standard of living, high degrees of ethnie diversity, elaborate

3Certain cilies in sub-Sabann Artica bave œgistered a 7% raie oC clJange, wbich meaos a doubling in si.ze
every 10 years. UrbaoizaliOllleveis for the cootiDeDt in 1960 wcre esrimate'd al 15%. in 1990 al
approximately 30% and are estimaIed al 40% for the yaw 2000 (United Nalioos 19(2).
4urb8n tradi1ioos existed weil bef(R the mival clEuropems (Balaodier 1968 aives a rich description for
the Koogo Kingdom), but urt.ism would obviously Iake on a vay diffaent form undcr die iDfluenœ of
colœial and capitalist development.



informaI economic networks, and so on, but the trait which seems to best characterize

African cilies is the strongly fell presence of rural-urban linkages (O'Connor 1983: 272).

As 1will discuss laler, lhe distinction between city and country in an African setting may

obscure more than it illuminates.
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ln addition to social anthropology's attachment to Africa as a conlext in which ta

understand the functioning of isolated. egalitarian societies, sub-Saharan Africa bas also

been important ta the devclopment of theories of social change and transformation in an

urban seUing. When Max Gluckman began doing research al the Rhodes-Livingston

Institute in the laie 1930s, he agreed with Godfrey Wilson (al that time director of the

Institute) that anthropology should he concerned with questions of social change in a

contemporary African setting, but unlike Wilson he insisted that the study of conflict he

centtal to the Institute's research paradigme In 1949, after a number of years as director,

Gluckman left the Rhodes-Livingston Institute to head the departmentat Manchester

University in England. His commitment to training and an elaborate methodology based

011 the combination of statistical data and extended case histories had a profound influence

on the body of social science researchers which would later become known as 'the

Manchester School'.5

AJthough the Manchester schooJ was itself born of pœt-war British social

anthropology, it parted company with the dominant structural-functionalist parddigm,

which tended to view urban studies as not only Jess'African', but also less interesting

(Moore 1994: 40). Infused with a new set of critical motifs (colonial contae~ capitalist

penetmtion, cultural pluralism, migration and social change), the Manchester school had

become an exciting alternative 10 the static, decontextualized nature of structuralist anaIysis.

From this perspective, "The culture and social system of urban Africa looked as if it \Vere

continuously negoti~ made and remade, sometimes reiterated, sometimes modified..."

5Acœrding to J. Cycle ~litdlell.one of Gluc:kman's most prollÙDC:l1t studcnls, the ~fancbestcrsdIooI WM

more a ·seedüng COIItradietion' tba a sdIool pel" se. ··ABd perbaps die œ1y dlinl tbal wc had in OOIIIIDOD
was that Max was our aearhcr. aod that maIIt we wrote ethnography ridl in actual cases" (quoted in
WaIJoao 1984: 158).
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(ibid: 71). White much of Gluclonan's researeh is generally associated with customary

fonns of law, taler writing in the Manchester school would become known for its analysis

of labor migration, for an ongoing conœm with detribaJization, and for the elaboration of

various models of social networks (Epstein 1958; Mitchell 1969).6 The work of Mitchell,

Epstein and other members of the Manchester school would later he criticized for adopting

a mode of analysis which ignored colonial domination as the "ultimate frame of reference"

(Magubane 1971), and for the presence of an underlying '6modemist" master narrative in

which Africans are seen as making a graduai tmnsition from ·migrant labour' to

'permanent urbanization' (Ferguson 199Oa).

At roughly the same lime as the Manchester school, Georges Balandier was

conducting urban-based research in French-speaking AfTica. Like Gluclonan, Balandier

was at the center of a network of Africanist scholars (he became the first director of the

Centre d'Etudes Africaines al the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in Paris in 1957) and his

teaehing and research inJluenced an eOlire genemtion of young French scholars (Moore

19(4). Balandier himself was well-versed in British social anthropology, especially that of

Gluckman and bis followers, with whom he shared an emphasis on whole, interrelating

systems and on the centrality of contradiction in the anaJysis of social change (Balandier

1985[1955]).7 Balandier's work is especially relevant to my research, not oRly because he

spent a lot of lime across the river from Kinshasa in Brazzaville, but also because bis

Sociologie des Brazmv;lles noires (1955) was one of the first studies 10 look seriously at

African urban pmetices of consumption and leisure. The research of Balandier (and those

that followed mm) is also important because il served as a counter-weight to the

Manchester school, which, it cao he argued, was limited by 100 narrow a focus on

6For more ddailed aa:oonls of the Maodaester tradition tbaD wbat 1bave prcscntal here, sec Ferguson
(199Oa), Moore (1994), aad Werbaer (1984).

7Ba1andier's approach shows sbiking simil.-iûes with wOlt being clone by members ci the Manchester
sdIool (espcdally Mildacll). Acœrding rD eq.ns (in BalDiier 1985), Balaodier publidy n:cognizal his
links to tbis body of research. but letl dIese refereoas out of bis writiog. a stralCgy to keep bis work
from bcing daIcd.
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historically unique urban tabor arrangements~ such those which predominated in the

Copperbelt region of southem Central Africa.

The Manchester school's discovery of ethnicity as something that varies according

to social context (Mitchell 1956), and its ongoing interest in new forms of urban social

organization (Epstein 1958) wouId set the tone for much of Africanist urban studies to

come. Attempts ID group urban research under the heading of 'urban anthropology'

resulted in the genen111y uninspired body of research of the 1960s and 19705 which faited

to account for social classes, political economy, gender and popular forros of cultuml

expression (Sanjek 1990). The influence of sociology (especially from the Chicago

school) led to tortuous discussions about the definition of the tenn 'city' and an ongoing

concern with the psychological effects of urban life (first aniculated by Simmel).

Compared to the other sub-disciplines which had emerged in anthropology by this time,

urban anthropology "was arguably the narrowest and least infiuential of ail this brood"

(Sanjek 1990: 151). Urban research from the 1980s~ however~ was able ta overcome

some of the liabilities of previous research~ and what we have witnessed siocc the mid­

1980s is a growing interest in the city and a re-integration of urban-based studies into the

general body of socitXulturai anthropology (ibid: 154).

Urban social organization in Africa bas been shown to come in Many forms.

Since Little's (1957) important early article~8 a wide variety of 'voluntary associations~

have been identified and described: ethnie associations (Cohen & Odhiambo 1992;

rvtacGaffey 1987), rotating credit associations (Schoepf and Engundu 1991), occupational

associations (L. White 1990), sports clubs (Martin 1995), cultural associations (Karp

1980; Ranger 1975) religious movements (Comaroff 1985; Fabian 1971; Ndaywel 1993)~

tmditional healing cuits (Corin 1976), and the diffuse set of social and economic networks

8ü ule divides volUDcary as8OCÏatioos ioto four basic types: bibal uoioos, frieodly socieUes. occupaliooal
a.x:ialioos aod enfcl1ainment aod recrealioaal associalioœ. While bis categories are DOt flawcd pel' sc,1
take issue with Little'lI aatempt to place the various &UOàaliooal types 011 aOOOtiDUUID nmgiDg from
·tnKlitional' 10 'modern'•8Dd by bis leDdency to view tbese &YOcialÎC8 primmily as adapdive nwdIanisms
ta life in the cily.
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most often referred to as the 'informai sector' (Hart 1997; MacGaffey 1991).9 Of

particular interest to my research are the inteJlectuai and social clubs such as the ·cercles

culturels' in much of Belgian Africa and the Brazzaville-based UExistas" (forerunners of

'La Sape' , Gandoulou 1989; ch. 5) as weil as various areas of urban leisure and

consumption which have onIy recently become subjects of serious academic research

(Burke 1996; Martin 1995). With regards to music, 1have a1so drawn from a number of

recent studies which discuss the evolution of particular performative genres over lime

(CapIan 1985; Erlmann 19900; Waterman 1990).

Thus the influence of the Manchester school (and to sorne extent the work of

Balandier) on contemporary urban studies in Africa bas been felt in various ways. First..

urban studies increasingly focus on social phenomena which are defined in tenns other

than kinship. Keith Han, for example, tells the story of how people living and worlting in

Ghana's nascent infonnal sector developed new networks based on friendship: uFriends

are free and they rernain free or they are no longer friends" {Hart 1984).1 0 Second,

following the intemctionist strand in the Manchester school (Mitchell 1969), much of the

reœnt work on urban Africa reflects an interest in individual agency and subjectivity. This

is true oot oolYof the development literature, which has become iocreasingly interested in

African entrepreneurs and micro-enterprise (MacGaffey 1987), but also of more

interpretive brands of anthropological inquiry which have examined African notions of

personhood in the context of ritual efficacy and performance (COlin 1998; Kratz 1994).

Thini, new approaches have given increasing attention to the complex question of rural­

urban linkages. Movement between dîfrerenl spheres is motivated by any number of

reasons: daily commuting, trips for urban services, home visits, transfer of goods,

9Jaoet MacGaffey ha R:iCCDdy inttoduœd dle term 'real eœaomy': "Whal bas beeo pœviously thoupt of
&1 a ouqiDal sector of the eooaomy is, in faet, the principal meaos by 'l'mcb il opcrates" (1991: 7). Il is
debllable whelher informai ecoaœùc adivity cao he coasidcred a form or social organizarion pu se,
allhoup as M...oalfcfs work shows (1987; 1991), informai COOIlomic oenvorks almost always mobilize
compla fonDS of social orgaUzalÎOIl aud soIidawity.
1000 fricodsbip al neighbœs iD an urt:8l settÎDg, sec al80 BalaDdicr (1955); Cohen cl Odhiambo (1987);
la Fonl8ÎIIC (1970); L. White (1990).



smuggJed items and nows of money (Aronson 1~). In addition to the movement of

people and goodsy howevery it is important to look also at the nows of institutions and

ideas (Ferguson 1990a; 1990b; 1992).

In trying to understand culture and social change in an urban setting.. there is a

strong tendency to become fixated on the city. It is large, dynamic, fiUed with different

kinds of people who have different agendas. It is the center of wealth, literacy, power,

national identity and intrigue. It is an analytical question in itself. Anthropology, given its

professional association with life in small villages and towns y offers a unique perspective

from which to critique approaches which suffer from an urban bias. It is also important (0

note that manyof the processes we observe between African cilies and their hinterlands

occur in similar ways between African cities and metropolitan centers outside of Afri~

primarily EuroPe and North America. Thus the village is the town's 'bush', the town is

the city's 'bush\ the African city is the European city's 'bush\ and even Europe-in

Kinshasa Imown as miguel--has become the 'bush' for thase Congolese who prefeT lo

emigrate to super migueL (the United States and Canada). In the following section 1will

look al some of the key moments and movements in the evolution of Kinshasa as a

physical and symbolic space, with special attention to the raie of music and other fonus of

popular entertainment
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From Nsasa to ~'Kin La Belle"

Il s'agit d'une leçon majeure même si l'auteur ne la tire pas lui-même. Avis aux 'W'banologues'
qui confondent ville et modernité (Copaus in Balandier 1985).11
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Attempting to re-construct a history of a colonial African city is an extremely

challenging task. Nowhere else in the world did colonialism have as strong an impact in

such a short period of lime. In mast parts of Africa-but especially in the Belgian Congo-­

colonial administrations were preceded by complex networks of commercial trading..

Christian prosletyzing~ and scientific or humanistic research. The interaction which

occurred between these 'agents of modemityt (Comaroff 1991) and their African subjects

could vary between individuals as much as it could over lime. Especially with regards to

documentation for everyday events and practices--of centml importance to this thesis--the

African context presents considerable obstacles to research. In keeping with the focus of

my overall argument, 1will atternpt to oudine certain aspects of colonial Congolese history

that are important to understanding the emergence of popular urban forms of cultural

expression, namely the evolution of a physical and symbolic urban space~ and the

particular factors (bath cultuml and political) which brought together people of varying

race, ethnicity and gender in unprecedented ways.12 ln this section~ 1will begin by

discussing sorne of the milestones in the 'official' sphere of colonial policyand initiatives,

and will juxtapose them with developments in the area of the 'unofficial' sphere of

everyday practice amang colonial subjects (c.r. Bakhtin 1984). In order to calI attention to

the difference between the 'official' sphere of colonial policyand the 'unofficial' sphere of

lI-II is a auciallessoo eveo if me author does DOt say il himseIf. 'Urbanologists' who confuse city and
modemity beware.'
12In tbis section 1am prim.-ily aJIlcemed with the Belgian colonial period begÎIIDÏDI \Vith aaoexabOD~
the Coago (in 19œ)~a11hough 1have lIIlJœ aod better data from the middle coloaial paiod (1933-1945) aod
the lare coI00ial period (1945-1960). This periodizalion does DOt repraa1t.y oanual or uoivcrsal
divisiœ, but 1bave sbUdured the periods in dûs way iD arder 10 hiPliJbI the Dab1J'e of the Belli­
colonial poIicy stance, ODe whim fonnulalCd much of its poIicy in rapoose to daaoaes in urbm
demograpna aad politics.
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African leisure and entertainment, 1have used single spacing. indenting, and smaIler fonts

to separate the two witbin the body of the text In so doing, 1do not want to give the

impression that these two domains are easily separated or completely independent of each

other. Instead, 1hope to simulate the feeling of what Balandier bas referred to as the

"slippages between 'official' aspects of society and social practice" (1995: ix).

When Stanley 'discovered' the Malebo Pool (which he tarer named Stanley Pool) in

the lare 1870s, this huge opening in the river had a1ready witnessed a long history of human

setdement and exchange. As earty as the middle of the l7th cenwry, European missionaries

had begun exploring the region and stumbled upon a series of settlements which lined the

Congo River over a distance of "five ta six itaiian miles" (Jerome de Montesarchio cited in

Tchebwa 1996: 21). The presence ofvarious tribes and arelatively well-developed regional

network of tribute and exchange organized around the Teke chief Makoko signalled a history

of inter..regional trade, not only between the Teke (primarily fishers living on or Dear the

river) and the Umbu (mostly agriculturalists who lived in settlements slightly further inland),

but also between the Teke and ether groups in the region where the Teke acted as

intermediaries.13 After sorne negotiation with local chiefs, Stanley claimed rights 10 the

region in the name of bis primary sponsor (King Leopold II), and in April of 1882 the urban

setdement of Leopoldville was bom.14

13rhe Teke (aiso known as the Tio), the dominant group of the Pool regioD duriDg mast of the 18th and
19th centuries, were able to use their positions as landlords to maintain cootrol over trading networks
(espeaally Cor slaves) with the Viii from the seaooasl BI the 80IaJgi Crom upriver. As early as the mid­
lSOOs TeIœ poups from &he Pool rcgioo 'l'cre competing with the larger and more wdl-orgaoized KOIIgo
Kingdom for rootrol oC the tegion (VansiDa 1990). Drawing Crom earlierethnograpbic sources, La
FonlaÎDe (1970) suggesl8 tbat the Umbu wcre in fact ovalords of the more river savvy Tcke. This is
unIike1y given the Cact tbal the masl powafuJ chiefs in the regioo (Nsasa, Ngaliema. Makoko) were Teke
(Il is also interesting to DOte that the cam 6 umbu' iD modem Lingala usage is synonymous with
•subordÎll8le' or •slave' .
14Al the timeof SlaDIey's mival. Makoko nded overmosl of the regioo surrouoding the Pool (mpllmbll)
from the oonh side of che river (wbat is today COIlgo.Bl'8lZ8ville). On tbe soutbem side (ConpZaire),
theœ wae two promiaeol sett1C111C1lts indiRcdy uodc:r Mak'*o's nde, Ntamu (today Kintambo) and funber
cal bul 8180 close to the 'l'aacr, Nsasa (laICr Kinshasa). Stmley, wbo had scc:umIlocailand ripts througb
a blood partDenhip with the wroog chief (Npliema), w. r1D8l1y able to establish tams for a pamaoent
Europem pracaœ by nqotiaIiDg with the propeI' cbîefs (praumabIy Makoko) and securing penoission ta
establisb an outpost in N..(Combaire-Sylvain 1950: 10). It is from Ibis origiDal seu1emcnldl8l
Mobutu would fmd the inspiralion for the ward Kiœbasa. wbim wa the DaIlle he would give CO the
indepeodcat Coagolesc capital iD 1966.
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The first phase of Belgian colonialism in the Congo regioo covers the period

between the creation of the Congo Independent Statc (Etat Indépendent du Congo) in 1885

by King Leopold II and i ts eventual dismantling by the Belgian government in 1'.XJ7. Most

accounts of this period focus on the atrocities of forced labor and unmonitored resource

exploitation under the rule of Leopold II, who would taler he the target of international

pressure ta tum over the territory for administration as a Belgian colony. During this initial

period of colonization, agents of the 'Free State' (mast of whom were relatively young and

less educated) look advantage of the absence of any reaJ restrictions on labor arrangements

in order to increase output, especially for products such as rubber and ivory. Those that

resisted or refused were ofteo tortured, and many were killed (Friedman 1991). In this

chapter 1have chosen to focus on the second phase of Belgian occupation--the colonial

period proprement dit-- during which urban forms of popular enlertainment first began to

emerge as somewhat discreet, identifiable performative genres.15

Looking for Leopoldville (19J0-1930)

Although Leopoldville had been officially recognized as an important trdding post

onder the Leopoldian regime, it did not become the Congolese capital unlil 19"-3, when it

lOOk this status from Borna, southwest of Leopoldville and considerably closer to the

Atlantic seabord. As the last calm waters before 350km of impassable rapids that descend

toward the ocean, the Pool area bas a1ways been an important strategica11ocation for

tmding and politica1 expansion.16 Balandier's (1955) important distinction between

ISm fulUre work 1inleDd 10 expaad this subject ioto a full consideratioo of cultural policy and popuI.
eutertailllDalt during the coloaial period. 10 onIcr ID gel information about tbe exact lI8hJJ'e ofpopuI.
(()l'JJlS of cultural expressiOll _ well as popuIar rapoase ID colooial policy, 1will malte use of publications
(rom che coIOIIial paiod wmch featurcd the writing of coIoaiai figures as weil. CoogoIese Cu corurier
d'~.l.D Voixd.. Congolais. Nos Images, and La Croixd.. Congolais).
16oerore the Leopoldvilie-Maladi railRBI was œmpIetcd in 1898. Stanley used loal porters to transport
mataials by foot from the Iowa' rapids 10 I.eopoIdville. The fint staanbœt uscd in Ihe Pool was carried
pieœ by picœmd re:œas1lUcted al SlaDIey's oulpOSt.
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'indigenous' and 'colonial' cities is important in the context of Leopoldville, which despite

the presence of severa! pre-colonial settlements, would not become urbanized until weil

inlO the colonial period.17 In 1910, when the newly established colonial govemment

created the administrative division of sous-chefferie, each of the colony's 15 districts was

already divided into a large number of chefferies (created by Leopold II in 1906).18 Under

colonial minister Louis Franck, the chefferie system was intended to give more authority to

local leaders, who were expected to he models of traditional authority white al the same

time interpreting and enforcing colonial legislation within the boundaries of their

jurisdiction. As evidenced by these initiatives, Franck's poIicies were moving Belgium in

the direction of indirect role, a position tbat would lead 10 a great deal of debate in Belgian

colonial circles at home and abroad (Vellut 1974: 121), an issue to which rwill retum taler.

At the same time as gestures were being made toward British-style indirect rule, la

politique indigène of the early Belgian Congo was becoming increasingly centnllized in its

effons 10 expand and slalldardize the mechanisms of colonial rule. Colonial field officers

(especially the lower-ranking administrateuradjoint and agent territorial) were found 10 he

lacking in education and professional experience, and this was perceived as a threat 10

public order since field officers had the MOst contact with local populations (Anstey 1966:

54). Future officers would he required to have a greater familiarity with local geogmphy

and customs, and those with higher levels of education (post-secondary) would he given

preference. In 1924, the Franck Commission formulated a series of educational reforms

which would move toward primary education throughout the colony and uoiversalliteracy

17'lndigenoust bere rders to the laqe, bistorically wcll-eslabüsbed cilies such as those found in West
Mrica (for example Timbuktoo). The sevcral villages ",bim sunoUDdcd the Malebo Pool probably did DOt
bave more than 40-50 people pu village (St. Moulin 1976).
18the division of clreffBÜ was the primm'y local administrative unit UDder Leopoldn and "'as uoder the
supervision oC a local cbid who was chosen by colonial authorilies. In thcory chiefs were ta he chosen ou
the basis of locallcptimacy, but as in much of œ100ial Arrica. this aitaiOll wu DOl as importaot as the
leader's wiJJingness 10 coUaboraCc with colooial BUthorilies. EveatuaUy the cc100ial ,OVClDlDCl11 would
move to rcduce the tolal Dmnbcr of drejfBies from 4,790 in 1933 to S9S in 1945. Changes in
admiaisttative divisioas would baxme a rcguI. oa:uJI'CIIœ in Coogolese poIitics. In Ibe post-Leopold
period aloue. LeopoIdville was dailJl8led. urbm disbid (1923). cMjfma aod IDUS-eMJf~S beaImc
cMffm~s aod S«t6ll'S (1933). proviDœS wcre lI8Ie of viœ-gover.-cies (1933), aad distlÎet (provinaal)
bouDdarics wcre chanpd four lima (1910, 1912, 1914, 1933).
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in loca11anguages. And in 1925, the Union Minière de Haut-Katanga announced a set of

housing and social programs which were intended to create a more stable pennanent tabor

force in its copper production facilities in the southeast.

Centralizing measures such as these, and the establishment of the new capital in

Leopotdville in 1923 meant that an increasing number of Africans wcre migrating to urban

and semi-urban areas during this period. This initially pleased colonial authorities, who

were anxious to prove to their Belgian constituencies and European counterparts that they

could make something of the fiscal and social disaster that they had inherited from Leopold

II. Landed settlers (who had come to count on inexpensive rurallabor) and members of

the clergy (most of whom viewed life in the city as sinister and immoral) were less

enthusiastic about these developments, and alang with other observers expressed their

discontent with attempts by the colonial government to free up cheap labor from the

countryside.19 The first important waves of urban migrants were made up primarily of

men, in mœt cases from the Lower Congo region west and southwest of l..eopoldville. Ali

Africans arriving in the city were required to register in order to obtain an identity card,

which entided them to live in the African neighborhoods (la cité indigène) and an employee

card, which made it possible for them to work: in the downtown commercial disuicts (h

ville). Strict curfews were observed and special permission was required to work in white

residential neighborhoods or to leave the city for any extended period of time. These

restrictions were more strict for unmarried women, who. as 1 will discuss later, were

forced to pay a special tax which gave them the status of 'femmes vivant théoriquement

seule' ('woman theoretically living aJone').

19MaDy observas .-guai that despite new methods of reauiting and supervising labor. the basic goals of
the Belgian admioistraliOll had uodcrgone no substanlial cbaDges since ils original impIemaltation onder
Leopold's Congo Free Staie. Given the brutality of the urcauitmel1l activitics" UDder Leopold. il is no
surprise that subsequent govenuneots would have difficulty mobili7ing labor. or tbose dIal wae able to
escape the forccd labor camp8Îgos of the Fn:e State. mosl retteared further ÎDm the fmst or COUDttyside.
For an eady example of consàeolious objection ta colonial n:auitmalt poIiey. sec Vml der Kaken (1920)
and various publicatioas by the Commission permtlllDlt pour la protection des Indigèlles (CPPI), wbich
was originally formcd duriDg the Congo Flee S1ate (sec Anstey 1966 and Vellut 1974).
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The exact origins of Congolese popular music are difficult to trace. but mast historical accounts
explain that the music bas drawn inspiration from many sources sinœ ils emergence during or after
Wood War 1(Bemba 1984; Lonob 1969). The earliest Corms of popuIar music in the region are
thought to have emerged in the colooiallabor setdaneots which were organized around die oewly
forming induslrial centers at the tum of the century. The transport industries of Leopoldville and
mining inlerests in KalaDga brought together male laborers and musical traditions from various parts
of Mrica (cf. Mitchell 1965; Ranger 1975).

In Leopoldville. the majority of African immigrants were from West Mrica (Dahomey9 Cameroun.
Togo. and Senegal) and aune as administrative clerks who Wete eduealed in the French colooial system
or as crewman (IOKrouboys") who were anpIoyed on regional maritime traIISporl20 Musicians from
this period remember how they used to marvel al the palmwine guitar style of the West African
~oastmen" (or '·Popos'") who came to work: in Leopoldville and Lower Congo in the 19208 and
19305. Bul this external presence did not arrive in a musical vacuum. Local musical traditions had
already bcc1 transfonned through the creation of new urban dance styles snch as the agbaya ring dance.
whicb was performed in various settings but like other urban-ttadiliooal airs was most onen seen in
public squares on Sunday afternoons. The maringa. which was the fml form of partnered dancing in
the region. was especially popular in the semi-private dancing bars which wcre beginning to appear aU
over Brazzaville and l.A:opoldville. UIt is sad to say," wrote a local missiooary, "bul il is a faet; our
people bave lost the sense of honest danciDg" (quoted in Martin 1995: 132).

[Maringa] bands wereal fint made up of a likembe (thumb piano) wbich provided the mdody;
a bottle struek with a metal rad. wbicb look the place of the aider gong and supplied the basic
rhythm; aod a small. skio-covered frame dnJm. patmge. held between the legs which supplied a
cotDlter rhythm ... Popularity of the partDered dancing sprmd like wildfire throughout the
Congo region. touching even remote villages by 1935 (ibid: (31).

The primary influence in modem Congoiese music. however. is the Camily of Afro-Cuban music
which aCter World WBr 1 Wacl becoming increasingly popul.. in North Amaica and Westem Europe.
and which was being marbted in Central Mrica as carly ml the 1920s on 78rpm records bearing the
label uG.V:· (GravatiOll Victor). This early latin music bail a profound influence Dot ooly on the
music of Kinshasa. but also 00 the various highlife musics ofWesl Mrica and on the "dry" guitar
style of urban callers in East At"rica and in the Copperbe)t regioo.

According to Kazadi (1979). despite the Caet tbat maoy Congolese CODSider Kinshasa to he the aadle of
modem Congolese music. thcre is reason 10 be1ieve that the musical style actually emerged in diCferent
places al more or less the same lime. If KinsbMa is today (1995) the uodisputed center of Congolese
(or evcn Cenlral African) music. il is due IlOt ooly to the city's sile and cosmopolitan oature9 but aise
10 the way bl successive govemmeots have used music and other forms of popular enter1ainmeot in
arder to attraet or appease labor. Nooetheless. the bistory of the musical style is intimately liDkcd to
the history of Kinshasa People in Kinshasa often say that the music and the city 'gn:w op' togelber
and tbat 1heir special relaliooship is an expression of wbat it meaos to be "modem' (é\'oh~) and urban:
''The birth of this popular music. and especially of 'modem' music in our countty, is also a corroIlmy
of the proœss of urbaoiDlioon (fcbebwa 1996: 55).

20AccordiDg to PhyUis Martin. Brauaville <al that tilDe part of French Equatorial Arrica) bad civil servants
from D far as Guadeloupe aad Martinique (1995: 127). She also discusses die CabindaDs aod Seoegalese
ti'aill~ thaa bad probably IBÛcipaled in the coos1l'UdÎoo of the MaId-l..c:opoIdviUe rail..... Sile
attributes the distiodive palmwine guitar style (which w. an esscotial inf1ucoœ for early Congolese
guitarists) to the Km of LiberiaalSierra I..eouams also present in Brazzaville dming these ycas.
Presumably thcse same musiciss. or al le&1t tbeir musical styles. were pramt al rouJbly Ihe same time
in I..c:opoIdville.
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The word rumba comes from Haut-Zaïre: '(umba' or 'nunba' means to paddIe.lo row. but
also to smell Dice. Il refers to a flower that tenderizes meat. Wbeo lhe meat is tender, the
word refers to the odor. [t is also used to tigbl againsl OOIIslipatioo. usually used for cleaning
out your system. 'Lumba' in Kikoogo means to copulate. The Bangala took 'lumba' and
gave 'rumba' by cbanging the T to 'r' (Michel Lonoh. Mar. 28. (996).

According ta to Gondola (1993). the filSt African settlements (c. (912) were built far from white
residential areas not only to prolect Europcans from the threat of 'tropical disease' , but also because of
the incessant sound of tamtams. Jewsiewicki (1991) discusses the fllSl forms of urban painting in
Elilllbethville: "ln homes like Lubaki 's in the 19205, the walls migbt he painted with images of
objects or persans. but the only deœrations brought in from Ihe outside would have been the
illustrations cut from magazines thrown away by wbites". Georges Thiry,a Belgian admiDistrator,
describes public lire in the 1920s:

Sunday, returning from my walk over to the ivory carver's but [Lubaki'sJ, 1ste Bizabethville
[Lubumbashi] glowing. The bars, the cinemas overflow with blacks. Ta the bicycle races
Dock a aowd of clerb. garage mechanics, faclary workers, telepbone operators from the
railroad and workers from the coppel' mines. In the oative quarter viettola play under the
canopies. the blacks are putting the last stitches 011 inexpensive shirts cut out of sacks that
once conlained Le Soleil brand flour..Negresses callcd Bonbo Kongolo. Mitong~ Marguerite
Avion. Gabrielle Kousou. Isabelle Mwamba. in their Sunday dresses. their long legs in white
stockÏngs and bigh heels. pedal past on bicycle pl'OllleDales aloog the road (Thiry quoted in
Jewsiewicki 1991).

Carving Out a Space in the City (1933-/945)

Increasing movement toward the cities, especiaily the large industrial centers of

Leopoldville and Elizabethville, signalled a population boom which would have a serious

impact on colonial urban planning and social poHey. In 1914, Leopoldville had 15,000

people (including Africans and non-Africans), by 1933 that number had risen to 22,000,

and al the end of WorId War II estimates put the population of Leopoldville at nearly

100,000 (Comhaire-Sylvain 1950). This dramatic increase was obviously due in great part

to production increases of the warome effort, but it was also a funclion of the fact thal

many women had begun 10 move to the city to join their husbands. Incœased UrbanizatiOD

was a desired consequence of colonial poliey, but for many whites it was also a source of

concem. The owner of one of the city's leading commercial finns:
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No room for sa many people. You will sec epidemics. Epidemies know no colour line. Thafs
a danger for us. If we cao find work for all of them, they COIlStitute more cuslomers for my
tinned foods and cotton prints. Ifnot my tinned foods and cotton prints will he stolen, not
bought! (quoted in Comhaïre-Sylvain 1950: 12).

The sweeping reforms broughl about beginning in 1933 must he seen in the

context of the colonial administration's anempt to come to lems with the changing

demographic structure of colonial cities and towns. The 1933 decree concerning the

administrative units of circonscriptions indigènes (al !hal lime made up of secteurs and

chefferies) was unambiguous about giving maximum authority to ~traditional' leaders. The

central element of this decree was the creation of an cntirely new administrative unit, the

centre extra-eoutumier (C.E.C.)~ which corresponded more or less with the African

neighborhoods of the colony's larger cities.21 ln 1934, a local chief and council were

appointed for each C.E.C., and each c.E.e. was entitled to raise its own police force.

Although this form of indirect rule was intended as a means of 'self-help' through self­

government, Lhe colonial administration retained tight controL Not only were C.E.e.

councillors and chiefs appointed, but all administrative and judicial decisions were

monitored by a colonial representative who was given the right to veto. The spread of

C.E.C's (by 1939 there were 32 in all) reOected the colonial administration 's atternpt "both

to create practical administrative units and at lite same lime to create living communities out

of atomized., detribalized populations of the towns" (Anstey 1966: 116). Parallel processes

were occuning in many sectors of private industry, whose labor stabililation programs had

begun to show unprecedented levels of productivity and a substantial decrease in the need

for active labor recruitment (ibid: 120).

Dehates on the management of the colony, la question de la politique indigène,

pitted the proponents of indirect role (especially Franck and Van der Kerken) against thase

21Leopoldvillc, wbid! had abady becn dedared the coIœy's onIy ~urban distri(."l,, w.lhe ouly major city
where a C.E.C was DOt establishcd (sec Ngimbi 1982). For descriptioo of life in Ihe C.E.C. of
Stanleyville, sec Pons (l961).
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in support of a more direct style of government (primarily large industrialists). The policy

of indirect rule as elaborated under Franck was based on the idea of allowing 'native'

populations the (X>Ssibility of changing local customs and practices al their own pace, but it

was also a policy that was finnly based in the promotion of racial segregation.22 Franck's

policies were never completely accepted by administrators in the provinces and thus were

not applied in any systematic way 10 African cities and towns. Vellut bas noted that the

push toward measures of indirect rule occurred more or less al the same time as budget

cuts in colonial services and personnel, and tbat these new policies also coincided with an

increase in the surveillance measures and police powers for which the Belgian

administration would become so well-known (1974: 125).

Michel Lonoh bas described the music of 1930s Leopoldville as a ··music wbich is interested in the
city and distancing i.self from the village" (Lonoh, Mar. 28, 1996). Il was during this period tbat
people (not onIy musicians) began to ·carve out' spaces of safety and disttaetioo for themselves. The
first musiciaos in I...eopoldville to he reoognizcd _ professiooal musiciaos began playing in the 19305,
animaling public spaœs and events iD the Africao oeighborboods of the rapidly growiog urban ceIlters.
Many of these musiciaos began as members of MIJI'Ï1Iga eosanbles that playcd for mixed audiences
who came ta drink and socialize in che bars or dtmt:ing that doued the urban landscape. Eveotually
lhey came to he knowo as groups in their own right: L'Orchestre American. Victoria Bral2Jl. and
Melo Coogo. Wheo the fml reœrding bouses were opened by fomgn mercl1ants in the early 1940s,
il wœ these musiciaos that were recnûted ml offen:d individual full-lime cootracts: Paul Okamba,
Wendo KoIosoy. Adou Benga. Leon Bubsa. Tino Barom. Fmmanuel d'Oliveira. and Lucie Eyenga 10
mention ooly a few.

This period aise saw Ihe begiuniog of an important number of social clubs, especially those initialed
by WClDlell who OI'Iaaized around their commoo inlen:sts in degaoœ, rotaling credit, and popular
music (Gondola 1997). These assocÙJtiomfimini,,~s were remarkable not only because of the still
very unequal urban se'l ratio (more than 210 1 in favor of men), but also because of the free spiritcd
indepeodeoœ wbicb was expressed in their very public display of wcallh aadjoi~ de vivre (BaIaodier
1955). The fusl indepeodeot feminine assoàatioo. DiamDnt (DimlOlld), was formed in 1943.
Associations of Ibis type would take on even greaterimportaoce after the war. wben they became
inaasiDgly associaled witb partiœlar artislS or group89 and • membersbip with the associations
beaune illCl'GDingly compeblive.

Femmes libres. Duriog the colonial aod post-indepeadeoœ paiod.1hese wc:men were UDlD8D'Ïed, bad
their own moaey (usually from trading) amd wae highly sougbt arter by civil savants and
businessmen because they wcre well-knownfor the degree to wbicb lbey c:ullivaled wbat Balandier
callcd the ·'fme art of love and coquetterie" (1955). But tbey wcre aise in many caleS intellecbla1
cœlp8DÏOI18 sinœ they talded to be IDOIC well-eduallcd aad more wdl-ttavelled_Ille average
4Coagolaise'. For many ",omm in Kinsbasa today, il is DOl the faet that mistresses cDSt. but the fear
tbat tbey be favorcd in terms of moncy ..male aItaltion.

2214Conœm wilh a slow. 4evolubOlB)" 8IJPI1*h to Westemization bas beco cbara:teristic ormuch of
Bdgim œ10Dial poIicy" (Fabian 1990: 48).
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In 1937. the fmt dosed circuit radio station begins ta broadcast with a five kilowatt signal from
Collège Albert 1(today Collège Boboto) in LeopoIdville. Two years haler they would bave to compele
with Radio Congoliya wbich bad a larger traDsmitter (20kw). In May of 1940. feeling the thœat of
private sector initiatives in music. the colonial govemment creaIes Radio Caogo Belge. and solicits
two ttansmitters. one l00kw unit from the UK. and one SOkw unit from the V.S. (Looob. personal
communication). ln 1940, (WO separate stations are aeated. one for wbites (Radio Belgique. lOOkw)
and ODe for Africans (Radio Congo Belge. SOkw). Acoording to Comhaïre-SylvBÏn's exhaustive
survey on womeo living in 19405 Leopoldville, 50% of secondary schooI students had a radio in their
homes and 10% a record player. AlI the women in ber survey liked listening to the radio. but 90%
listened for soogs and not news.

Qase friends dedicated song! to each other on the radio. When a woman bas dedicated a song
to thn:e or four frieuds. il is common counesy for each of them to retum ber favor within a
few days. They cau also ask for a record to he played in honor of certain members of the
family or for a friend who is travelliog or living in another pan of the country. even in Coogo­
Brazzaville. Ail of lhis assumes regular listeniog to the programs and especially the music
they play (COIDhaire-Sylvaïn 1968: 92).

A number of state-bœed efforts in social promotion were attCIDpled in the pre-war period. The
Commission de Protection des Arts et Métiers Indigène! and the Association des Amis des Arts et
Métiers Indigènes which were re8pOnsibie for the supervision of anisls and the organizatiOD of training
centers and regioual museums were both crcated iD 1935. Beginning in 1939. the Salon de la musique
was spoosored but only lMted until 1942. During Ibis period social promotion aclivities by
missionary orgaoizatioos were more effective. especially the SalvaliOll Anny whicb sponsored weU­
attended sewiug classes for women (COIDbaiJe-Sylvain 1968; Hunt 1990) and training for the regioo's
first full brass band in 1937. Goly two years laler. thousands of Coogolese would hear the fml
popular music recordings made on Coogolese soil.

The Emergence ofan African Public Sphere (1945-1960)

Georges Balandier's (1968) use of the term 'elephantiasis' 10 describe the process

of urbanization in sub-Saharan Africa was certainly applicable to post-war Leopoldville,

whose African neighborhoods had already began to suCfer from overcrowding and

unemployment Wartime productiœ bad made the colonial government and the private

sec10r optimistic about the future, but postwar recessiOll and unemployment together with a

fast growing youth population made colonial authorities increasingly nervous about the

pltential for poIitical instability in the capital. In 1955 Loopoldville alone had more tban
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300,000 people and on the eve of independence nearly half of them were unemployed

(Lafontaine 1970: 37). Those that had not already been rounded up and expelled from the

city forcibly were templed with free travel and a bonus of one month's salary if they agreed

to he repatriated (ibid: 12). With nearty one-fourth of the population living in cilies, an

earlier rural resettlement scheme (paysannat indigène) was reinforced and by 1955 il had

affected more than 137,000 families (Anstey 1966: 165).

But many urban residents were able ta make legitimate daims to their right 10 stay

in the city and their right to fair employment Striking and union activity in 1945 in both

Matadi and Leopoldville (primarily by white workers) was certainly lied ta the creation of

the Congo's first African labor union, the Association du Personnel Indigène du Congo

Belge (APIC), in 1946. Two years tater the right 10 strike was recognized and the first

provisions for minimum wage were put ioto effect. In the same year, most likely in

response to increasing discontent among educated Africans, the government announced the

polÎl.1' of immatriculation, a process which offered special status to the educated Congolese

elite who under coloniaiism had become known as évolués. 23 Those who were able to

prove (upon inspection) that their education, lifestyle and homes retlected Ua state of

civilization implying the ability 10 enjoy the rights and fulfil the obligations laid down in

written law" (Anstey 1966: 2(8) were presented with a cane de min·te civique (civic merlt

card). Thœe who possessed civic merit cards (inunatriculés) had the right to he judged in

Belgian civil courts (instead of customary courts), to tmvel with whites on public

transport, and to buy goods from white only stores. But as late as 1958, there were only

217 Congolese immatriculés. Speaking on their behalf, Belgian missionary Father Jœeph

Van Wing declared: t'The only advanlage (to being immalricuJel is that of being obliged 10

pay fines three times higher when we are caught by the police" (quoted in Lemarchand

1964: 42).

23AccordiDg co Anstey. the proœss of imnwtriculation bail beeD defunc:t sinœ ils original appearaoœ in the
years of the Free Slale (1966: 2(11)
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Eventually mast Congolese would come to see these policies as empty gestures of

rapprochement which ooly perpetuated colonial rhetorie about an imaginary "Belgo­

Congolese Community" (Lemarehand 1964). In 1952, the creation of a special office for

African urban housing (Office des Cités Africaines) confinned for Many Congolese that the

colonial administration was cornmitted to polieies of racial and social segregation. Despite

the D.C.A.'s stated intention to provide inexpensive, accessible housing to large numbers

of city residents, the housing estates thal they designed were often far away from the city's

commcfClai districts, isolated from each other, and for the most part affordable only ta

white collar workers or eHtes. Like the Belgian cordon sanitaire, which used large green

spaces (such as parks, golf courses or gardens) to proteet European neighborhoods from

the tlueat of African disease (La Fontaine 1970: 19), state-sponsored housing only pushed

a further wedge between Afrieans and whites. Sociallegislation with regards to colonial

subjects came about on a piecemeal basis, with the right ID own land declared in 1953, and

the righl ta buy alcohol in 1955.

When rioting began to break out across the colony, the decree which first made

official mention of independence (on January 13, 1959) was tao Iittle~ tao lale. Not only did

the January decree not specify how Of when the transfer of power would occury but a

foUow-up decree retained the colonial govemment's right ta monitor political gatherings

(indoor meetings required a special permit) and to censor material which was a "threat ta the

public order" (quoted in Lemarchand 1964: 45). With help from the Belgian Socialist Pany,

the multi-ethnic MNC (Mouvement National Congolais) led by Patrice Lumumba succeeded

in organizing roundtable negotiations with Belgium on the transfer to power and six months

laler (June 30y 1960), independence was granted, and the Belgian Congo became the

Democmtic Republic of the Congo.
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PerbaDs mocking Belgian conservatism. the biggest bit of 1960 was Kabasele's "Indépendance Cha
Cba":24

Independenœ cha cha, wc have wœ il.
Indepcndence cha clla. wc bave taken il.
The rouodtable cha cha, we have won il.
Independence cha cha. we bave taIœn il.

Although many of the social and public activities later associated wilb liCe in Ihe city had taken mot
before and during the Second World War, il was not uotil after the war that many of these aetivities
would exist oulside the confmes of state or chlD'ch-based supervision. Il is in tbis sense that the post­
war period can he sem él'i one characterized by the deVeJopmenl of an expressly African 'public sphere'
(HaberJ:nœ' via Brec:kenridge and Appadurai 1995). uC'est pourquoi ...la roe est animée par le Kinois.
C'est leur domaine. Us l'impregnent. S'il ya une autheoùcité kinoise, c'est là qu'elle se manifeste"
(Biaya 1997b).

Usually referred 10 by the name of spectacles populaires, the variely entertaiumeol sbows which were
first formed in the early 19408 beamle much more common in the post-war period. The pioneers in
tbis area (Exelsior Qub, L'Harmonie Kinoise, L'Odéon Kinois, and Jecoke in E]ilJlbelhville, see
Fabian (990) were allied by a musically inclined cbarismatie leader (maître choriograp~). but the
entenaimncut was 001 limited to music. Each group also bad its own chorus and dancers, and some of
the younger groups became known for their comedy sketches and bumorous improvisation. The mast
sucœssful variety shows (especially tbose organized by Maîtte Taureau. see Gondola (990) iovolved
female as weU as male perfonners, and in many cases were able to take their show on the road,
althœgh they bad much more appeal witb African than European audiences.

As a more generaliud aspect of the emergenœ of an African public sphere~ a large number of
volunaary associatioos begao to appear after (or in response to) the rapid increase in urban population
growth (Balandier 1955; Comaîre-Sylvain 1968; LaFonlaioc 1970). Churcb-sponsored associatioos
were important carly influences, especially alumni associalions sncb as the ADAPES (l92S) and the
ASSANEF (1925). Stale-based initiatives such as govemmenl sponsored sewing dubs or the
Association of African MiddleOasses (1954) were less sua:essful since they often "take names and
ask questioos'~ (Comhaire-Sylvain 1950: (00). By the 19508. however. maoy associations were
organizcd by Coogolese themsdves and although mosl were requin:d to he registaed witb the
authorities, many uumaged ta evade colonial coottol. Comhaïre-Sylvain's (1968) survey of women in
post-war LeopoJdvilJe Sld plSt-indepmdence Kinshasa gives an idea of the widc array of Msocialiooal
lypes: professional associations. ·feminine' associations. roIating credit associations (muziki.
likelemba and others) ethnie associations. UDioas and syndicates, sports associations. youth
associations. cultural associations. eotertaiomeot associations, orgaoizarioDS for the emaocipatioo of
women. first DaIlle associatiOllS. religious associalioos. and traditiooal healing associations.

Cinema also became increasingly common in the post-w. period. The first fùm saccoiogs for
Congoiese oa:umd in BiDbetbville in 1911. BegiDDing in 1935, the CatboIie film disttibution
company Luluafilms beg8ll operaling in Kmiai. where they ftlmed over 100 tides, the most of plpular
of which was the uMaramala and Pilipilf9

• The Centr~ Congolais d'Action Catholique (CCACC) was
foœded in 1946 and evmtually devàoped a Odwork betwcen fdmmakers in LeopoldviIle (Ediscofllms).
Bukavu (Afriamfllms) and Ka!i8i (Lu1uafilms) for the produdiOll.ad distribution of Christian
ecIualtiooal faims. we1l as locally produœd œmedïes. The CiM-Club Congolais wu aeated in 1950
and in 1951 the flOt all-Coagolese fdm production was completcd, Moogita's "UneI~de cinâDa"
(see Diawara 1992). Cinema was perœivcd DOt onIy as a SOUIœ of eotertaiomeot~but also a source of
information. One young woman from Leopoldville said me liked going ID the cinema bccause she was
able to get "some pointers on love" (COIDhain:-Sylvain 1968: 91).

24A series of related SODaS came out al about the same lime: '~ODIO lipmda'9 (lDdependent Couao) ,
1'able Rœde" (RouDdtahle), aod the oftal citai "Ara Ndele'· (Soooer or L&rer).
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The open-air cafés that doued the urban landscape of Leopoldville~s Arricau oeighborhoods served as
political meeting places and spaces of urban sociability (Gondola 1993). ft was heœ that people
discussed the local and inremaliooal news wbich wu made availab1e tbrough mosdy colooial­
sponsored newspapers and magazines (sud1 ale Courrier, lA Voù du Congolais, and Croix du
Congo), but these were also places to have fun. COJDbaire-Sylvain's (1950) desaiption of a local bar
explains how most of the activity began around 2:00 p.m. and usually lasred onul 8:00 p.m. Most of
the open-air bars were nUl by women. OflCO from Kasaï. aod they attracted men. women and oftm their
immediale family members (including children). Dancing·bars were more exclusive, more discrete,
and sinœ theyoperated from Ihe lale aftemoon until around midnight, they bad a mixed clientele tbat
was less family--orienled. Some of these establishments bired permanent bands (e.g. Kashama's O.K.
Bar, where Franco's O.K. Jazz was first hired and from where the group look its name) and many of
them encouraged YOlDIg single women to frequenl their bars and mingle with the aJStomers (Gondola
(997). Some bars hired a group of women who provided sexual favors in excbange for gifts, money.
ordriob.

Sports a1so look up a large amount of space in public liCe in the city (Martin 1995; Gondola 1990).
In the ioterwar period Père Raphael commitred bimself to developing local intefest in soccer in
Leopoldville. From bis base al St. Anne's missionary school. he trained local talents in socœr. water
polo. and track & fidd. In 1949 the fust Championnat du Pool franco-belge was orpoiz.cd (Gondola
1990). Spons organilJlliODS within Leopoldville would separate large sections of the population
accordiog 10 wbich team they supponed. Sports teams cao correspond to neighborhood but !bis is not
a1ways the case.

The City as a Symbolic Space

Like others, they were country people. but how 5000 counlry people forget. When they faU in
love with a city, it is forever. and it is like forever. As though there oever was a lime wheo they
didn'( love il (quoted in Davies 1995: 132).

ln most instances. people came on the reputatioo of [Leopoldville) as the land of penlY, where
food and drink never lack~ where men couId gel beautiful women almost for the asIDog, where
women paradai in wondetful clothes witbout performing aoy drudging labour, wbere everybody
was Cree to choose the work he Iiked (Comhaire~SylvaiD 1950: Il).

Thus far my discussion of the political and cuituIa1 evolution of the city of Kinshasa

has focused primarily on events and moments in history. 1have tried to show bow the

actions of the colonial stale have shaped and been sbaped by the movements of everyday

people~ sorne of whom were able 10 carve out spaces for tbemselves~ others wbo got lost in

the system, and still athers wbo died in the process. But il is also imponant 10 talk about the

city as a pan of sorne collective imagination or set of cultural meanings for the people who

use it or live in iL While 'meaning': is elusive and context-dependent, it is also a source of
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everyday knowledge which sheds light on the relationship between the 'official' and

"unofficial' spheres which 1have tried 10 juxtapose in my analysis above. As Maximy has

argued, Kinshasa as an urban space is the result of a series of imposed meanings and

modifications: "'... bien que Kinshasa soit un phénomène social sans équivalence dans leur

mémoire, elle devient de plus en plus une expression spatiale et cultureUe des Bantu,

principaux acteurs et usagers pennanents de la ville" (Maximy 1984: 191).25

The Congolese city is pereeived as a place of refuge from the constmints of life in

the village under the rule of Bula Marari ("colonial authority', literally 'rock crusher'), but

many people fled to the city to escape the control of customary authority as weil. Perhaps

for marginalized members of local communities (sterile women, those accused of

witehcraft, ex-slaves, orphans, uninitiated men. etc.) one or bath of these conditions held

true, but there are just as many accounts which describe the transition to the city as a

wondrous adventure which pulls (not pushes) people toward the lifestyle of urban dwelling:

Leopoldville...lhis name alone in Fwala's ear bas a kind of magic resooance which conjures up
before bis eyes a kind of indefmable, gilded existence. Ah! The pain of the mysterious! When
will il be given mm to peoetrale il? Fwala bas already seen many men. some on foot others
perched on lhe IOps of ladcn lorries.joyfully going to Leopoldville. Why should he not lhcreforc
also go? ..The ne:\t day. in die IDOrniog twilight. Mama Anna caUs ber sou. But it is in vain.
For furtively, during the nighl, a tilde bundle under bis arm, Fwala bas sel out along this
irresistible road(e~ from the writing of J. Lutumba, quoted in Anstey 1966: 156).

The idea of Kinshasa as a wondrous, irresistible space was only reinforced by the

most characteristic--and yet Most intangible--of Kinshasa institutions, that of ambience.

Attempts to define this idea in academic terms have mostly failed (aJthough see Biaya

1997a), but il is clearly tied to the complex constellation of urban experience which

expresses itself through any one or ail of the following: beer, bars, sociability, dancing,

25~Even though Kinsbau is a unique social pbenomenoo in most pcopIcs' manory, it is becoming more
and 11MBa cultural ..spllial expressiOll oCBaotu cultlD'e. whose people are die principal aetŒS and
permanent usas of the city.'
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release, loud music, sexual innuendo, spectacle, and bumor.26 Above all else. it is a

subjective collective mood which is just as difficuit to create as it is to describe. As

Kabasele sings, you know it when you feel iE:

Ambience. you who malœ us lose control
Ambience, you who give us shivers
And take us from pleasure to joy
To pleasure and complete abandon
When r m totally tired
Wben my heart is peaceful. by my soul in distress
Ta chase away all these worries
There is ooly one thing: ambience

r~Ambienœ". Joseph Kabasele. in Biaya 1994)

Thus il is through ambience that individuals experience the city: "Kin-la-belle,

pour les intimes. c'est toujours les joies et encore les joies" (Ngoy 1995: 38).27 Il is a

place of belonging. a place with which its residents are intimately familiar, or tbey are not

residents. Il is the ceaseless, timeless quaJity of life in Kinshasa which makes the city

itself a never-ending song. 'Being from' Kinshasa is not detennined by the number of

generations that have preceded you (very few people living in Kinshasa admit to nol being

from Kinshasa), but by yoUf ability 10 assimilate the language and lore of Iife in the city

(kinoiseries), which, once mastered May or May IlOt give access to the essence of being

from Kinshasa (kinicité).28 Il is interesting the degree to which ethnicity (iD the

ethnological sense) is not a part of the symbolics of identity in Kinshasa. As 1will show

26aiaya (1997a) bas argued lm. ambi~na in Kinsbasa must he underslood in historical tenDs as a rcsponse
lo the frustration which raultcd from inlcna:ial relalions in the Bdgian ConF. Tbcre bave been IDmlY
attemplS to dabonde a formula for amIJioIœ, most of wbicb reOed a certain pbaIlocenlriSID aod oCten come
in tbrees: money/womeolsoag, or becr/wommlmoDCY, ormusiclbc:a/women. etc. Biaya's aoaIysis (1994)
uses sevcral diffaentformm. simultaDcoUsly: fmt 'lIIUDddeJndumbelambieoce' and then
'musiclda8œ11ove'. l'be taIdency tow" thn:a (dCosaUioo 1987) is perbaps bilai in thepsydlosocial
mmage à 'rois whim Biaya desaibes as aD orgaoiDng mctaphor for male-female rela1iOll8 in KinsbMa
(1997a) or in the Bdlian a>lonial b'ioity of dmrdJ!statelaJllllDCrCe.
27'Kin-la-BeUe~ for Chose in the know~ is alwaysjoy andjoy SOlDe more'.
2S-our cines, designed Iike moosten, fUDCÛooina euctly Iikc DlOIIsten, suddeD1y began creatiDg tbeir own
life, knowledF, Dl pbilosopby odler tbm the nced to cœsume like in die Wcst-adclirious and delicious
rappopriation" (f8llli 1984: 2(0).
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in Chapter Ten, being from Kinshasa is the ultimate expression of being 'modem' in the

Congo. Kinshasa is by definition an-ethnie and cosmopolitan, a veritable cosmotropolis:

.Acress the way'. to use a stock phrase, is a real city. Leopoldville lies in arme mist, lifting a
single taU building. From a distance, the comparison with the French capital is still a harmless
game...Up close, the inferiority complex of certain Brazmvilliaos is easy lo undentaod: concrete
roads, numerous CODlDJel'ciaI buildings, modem hotels with ooiseless savants and the latesl
mechanical gadgets; final1y, the avenue congested with American cars. Impressions of opulence,
speculation. of the bold persistence of a capiralism which is off to a new s~ unlike French
colonial capitalism, which bas surrendered ail risks to the public powers. The Coogolese
Belgians reveal a certain upstart's arrogance: optimism, a sense of superiority, and an unsbakable
confidence in the future of their system (1966: 180-181).

1t is a1so interesting ta notice the way that Kinshasa is symbolicaliy understood

through music. For Manda Tchebwa, ".. .Ia chanson de Kinshasa porte en elle tous les

germes de l'urbanité et de la dtadinilé. Le survol thématique auquel nous vous convions à

présent, pourrai t, de notre point de vue, vous aider à saisir les facettes essentielles de la vie

kinoise" (Tchebwa 1996: 252).29 After 'love' (bolingo) and feeling (nwtema, lit. 'heart'),

the most frequently occurring word in Congolese popular music is Kinshasa. It appears as

is or dressed in various disguises: Kisasa, Lipopo, Leo, Kinshasa makambo, Kin,

Kiniville, Kin la belle, Kin plaisir, Kin Malebo, Kin la joie, Kin kie.~se. Thmugh song the

city is sexuali1e<!: "Cette ville a son coeur à Malonge. Toute sa chair et tout son sang, sa

sueur, ses odeurs, et sur;toul son sexe fail de mLL~ique et d'interminables rumba (Tansi

1984: 258).JO lt is home to love and feminine charms that are activaled through male

savoir-faire (ch. 9, 10):

29,... the music of Kinshasa cootaiDS ail the seeds of urbanity and urban living. The thematic overview
which 1wi1I provide may, in my view. hc1p the reater understand ail the oa:essary facets of life iD
Kinshasa'.
30'This city's beart is in Matonge. Ail of ils Rah aod all of ils blood, ils sweat. ilS odars. and espec.ially
ils sex (in FmJdl. 'sexe' also mas ta galilals), which is made of music and Dever-ending 11IIfIbas.'
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Toujours endimanchée~ éterndlement belle. Chansons de nos orchestres et sayoettes de nos
artistes célèbrent cette beauté de notte ville~cette passion de la vie heureuse de ses habitants.
Kabasele Tsbamal~ ce vieux chanteur de talent et à la voix angélique~ chante Kinshasa comme
1~éden aux joies immenses~ emballeuses et solliciteuses. Luambo Makiadi évoque les jolies
frimousses qui peuplent nos quartiers. Kiamanguana Matera psalmodie des versets langoureu.,
qui séduisenlles jouvenceaux aux gestes élégants et aux acœnts sensuels. Madiata parle des
berceuses aux rondeurs dansantes. Tabu Ley avec sa profondeur iDDée et jusqu'ici inégalée évoque
Kinshasa avec une émouvante nostalgie (lnongo 1986: 38).31

Kinshasa is the place tbat people leave almost solely for the sake of returning:

Boyamba ngai
Ah nazoogi mboka, lelo oyo oazongi
baoa mboka boyamba ngai
oamooa pondu wapi
nakanisi kwanga ya mboka
ngai oyo na zongi

Welcome me home
l'm home again.just gol back
Children of the land. we1come me
Where cao 1gel some pondu [pounded manioc leaves]?
1missed the kwanga [manioc meall from home
l'm fwally back

("Boyamba Ngai". Docteur Nico, in Tcbebwa 1996: 260)

But Kinshasa's uncanny ability to re..4itist disa4itter and distress could not last

indefinitely. When political delinquency compounded the immediacy of acute economic

and social crisis in the final years of the Mobutu regime. it was already generally acccpted

that "Kin-la-Belle" ('Kin the beautiful') had become "Kin la poubelle" ('Kin the garbage

cao'). The city slowly began to resemble an urban jungle which made meeting even the

basic material needs a major if not impossible task. To rise above this tas~ il became

important to bave a trickster·like resourcefulness: rusé, malin. mwana mayi" article 15.

"Je me débrouille"" people say, and "Oh" on vit mystèrieusement...".32 As state structures

and market mechanisms faU ioto further decay, the city is inereasingly symbolized as a

31·Always Sunday~ fon:ver beauliful. Our orcllesttas' SODgs and our artists' sketches celebrale the beauty
of oor city~ the passiOD its inbabitaDts bave for the goad lite. KabasdeTs~ tbe vetaao singer wim
au aogelic voiœ sings about Kinshua like an Eden with endless joys thal wrap you op and cali your DaIlle.
Luambo Makiadi evokes the beauliful faces that fin our nàpborboods. Kiamaoguaua MaIeta cbants the
laogorous verses tbat seduce YOUDI meo with e1epol gestures aod seosual acœnts. Madiata speaks of the
wamen who rocIt back and Conh with dmciDg full figura. Tabu Ley witb bis inDate dcptb. uotil now
unmatebed. evokes Kinshasa wilh a moving nostalgia'.
32·We gel by' people say~ aad 'Oh, we üve myste:rioosly...• 00 resoura:fulnc:ss md urbm lricksta' figures
in Mriœ see Biaya (19978., 1997b). Uedat and Simone (1994). and White (1998b).
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place of violence (Biaya 1997b). Devisch (1995) sees contemporary Kinshasa as a kind of

moral cesspool in which the poor masses are "seeking to break with the ideals of

modernity" and resolve their anomie through the process of Christian neighborhood-based

nesting (what he refers to as 'revillagization'). While no one would contest the importance

of new forms of Christian sociability via prayer groups and cbarismatic churches (Devisch

1996; Ndaywel 1993), it is important to look not ooly al how ambience and ~modemity'

are rejected, but how they are transfonned.33

Cultural Polltics and the Polities of Culture

During the early colonial period Belgian colonial administrators were less

concemed with the questions of popular arts and culture (considered to he more the domain

of missionaries and educators) than with the set of issues having to do with how to

govern, how to systematize colonial interventions and how ta keep the public order.34

When cities became more crowded, however, issues of morality and cultural expression

were of much more immediate concem, since administrators had to face the threat of urban

unrest and African·based political action.35 According to Jan Vansina, "Unlike the case of

other colonies, 'cultural poHey' in the Belgian Congo was not unified, nor even agreed 00.

It is a subject in ils own right" (personal correspondence, April 19, 1998). One thing that

33Here 1am thiDking of the cyclical fashioos of youth popular culture and leiS1D'C, the most stable of
whicl1 is popuIar daoce music, but of whieb tbere are Olber more flecting eumples as weU: private nighl
clubs (1990-92). barbeques (1992-94), and Jœrmesse (1995·1997).
34see for example Vau der Kerken (1920). AJtbough he was c1ear1y oommitted to a aJlooiaJ policy tbat
would take local instituûoas and culture iDlo ooasideratioo. bis prinuwy concem was the implemauaaiœ of
a 'fair andJUS!' system of rules and reguiatiODS. The bulk of bis study (alm08t half of ",hieb coosists of
n:commendatious) is focused on the legal œpects of coIoaiai me. espccially with reprds lo the
rdationship between roIooiai jwidsidion and custollBy law, and the coUection of taxes. Social and
cultural issues an: ooIy impol18Dt insofar as they inform or impede die pRX:CSs of administratioo.
3SJadot (1946) alfers an overview of the European iDterat in 'artnqre'.specificaUy the Bclgian intel'est iD
COIJIOIese 'ttaditiœal' art.
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emerges from my analysis is that colonial policy during the post-war period reflected a

concem with the shaping of Africans' lifestyle and cu1twal practices (Hunt 1990; 1993;

1997; Likaka 1997: 57-70). Consequently, it was during this period that the colonial

administration began to take on more responsibility in the area of education and social

progmms, since Many missionaries were stationed in rural or semi-rural areas, and

churches based in cilies could not alone meet the needs of the eotire urban population.

Fabian's (1990) study of popular theater and politics in Shaba provides a revealing

history of officially sponsored cultural activities during the peak of the colonial period.36

According to Fabian, in the mid-l93Os the primary mining company (UMHK) and

Catholic missions in the region felt it necessary to do something about the growing 'youth

problem' in the permanent Jabor settlements which had been established by the mining

company beginning in 1925. When the numbers of young adults reached a cenain

saturation point, officiais at the UMHK's labor office (bureau du main d'oeuvre indigène)

began to encourage lower-Ievel expatriate employees and (where possible) upper-Ievel

African employees to organize cultural and social activiùes, primarily in the fonn of

scouling, sports events, and artisanal production. Scouting was particularly popular

among boys, who in addition 10 outdoor activities also performed short skits and other

forms of theatrical entertainment. The girl guides specialized În singing. In most instances

these activities were organized in collaboration with local missionaries.37 Fabian reports

stepped-up colonial activities in the area of culture, especially in the mid-1950s, perhaps as

part of a "last-diteh effort'" on the part of Belgians of various persuasions to save the

colony from what must have seemed like an inevitable (and potentially bloody) move

toward independence (ibid: 49).

36Althougb Fabi. ~s disœssioo is primarily coocemed with FJi7Jlbethville, il offers valuable dues to the
aetivities tbat wcre oœuniog al more or less the same time and in very similar ways in Leopoldville.
J7In die UMHK archives. Fabian disawera1 œcords of samtîDg adivities plannai between the UMHK
labor office (M.Ol.) and local BenedietiDe missiOlBÎes wbo wcre also iDtaate:d in Ibis fonn of social
promotion. Aa:onIiDg to Fabian t s research. the scoutÎDg moVaDCDt in LeopoIdville. wbicb bepn in 1925­
26. was the earliest in die Helgiao Coago and \V88 orgaoized by miRSiooarics al the Sainte-AnDe Pmsh.
MissiOllBrics \Vere also ÎDStrumeorai in the developmenl of the Belgi8l1f~'s sociaks •wbich 1 will
disaus iD greater deIail below.
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Following the work of Bauman, Fabian (1998) has argued that the best definition

of culture is one which highlights the use of culture as a set of discursive practices. In the

African colonial context, given the complexity of conflicting interests and agen~ titis

position seems particularly appropriate. Policies in the Belgian Congo change over time

and according to who is speaking: colonial subjects, missionaries, traders~ industrialists,

liberal humanists~ settlers of various kinds~ colonial officers and representatives from the

metropole. Ali of these actors oontribute (some considerably more than others) to a set of

discourses which are not monolithic~ but the result of politica1 pressures, negotiation, and

accommodation.38 The emerging historicalliterature on colonialism bas shown it to he tao

often viewed as an abstraet anonymous force which is simply imposed on unwitting,

passive subjects (Hunt 1990; Stoller and Cooper 1997). What 1want to argue is that

Leopoldville's lively performing arts scene was neither the direct outeûme of colonial

cultural promotion, nor simply an expression of indigenous initiative (as Gondola has

suggested, see 1992; 19(3), but the result of a series of imperfect dialogues between the

two (c,f. Fabian 1991; Hunt 1994; Martin 1995).

ln arder te understand the nature and tenns of these dialogues, l have focused my

attention in this chapter on three aspects of social interaction during the colonial period:

gender, ethnicity and race. As 1hope to show below, these aspects are not ooly important

areas of inquiry in and of themselves, but they also provide important information about

the emergence of Congolese popular music and Kinshasa's particular form of ·modem'

urban culture. What ties these separate themes together is their relationship to the colonial

state. Belgian colonial policies (often in collaboration with industry and the church)

attempted 10 control Many aspects of Congolese society and culture. WhiJe there was not a

standard, unified polic)' with regards 10 culture or culturnl production, colonial social

38"Putting aside any discussion of doctrine, il is imponant to realize that Belgian colonial poliey made
coosidaable efforts to fmd compnmises betwem very contradictory agenda" (VeUnt 1974: 121).
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programs clearly affected certain aspects of sociallife that are important ID understanding

the emergence of popular music in the region.

Policies conceming unmarried women occupied an imponartt place in the

discourse and debates on sexual morality in colonial Leopoldville, and male concems

about female beauty and power become recurring themes in Congolese popular music (ch.

9,10). A discussion of ethnicity during the colonial period bears witl1ess to the ways in

which ethnie difference was downplayed in arder ta detract attention from a system of

colonial rule which favored certain ethnic groups over others. This masking of ethnic

identity continues ioto the post-colonial period and is shown to he a necessary condiùon

for the development of an-ethnie ~national~ style of popular music (ch. 9,10). And finaHy

the relationship between Congolese musicians and the European (non-Belgian) music

impresarios of the 1940s and 1950s caUs attention to the faet that certain aspects of cultural

activity were either out of the colonial administration's control or considered by the

administration to he unimportanl These impresarios acted as the first brokers of

Congolese popular music, and their early involvement opened up popular music as one

way in which Congolese could ex.periment and appropriate the 'means of modemity'

(Appadurai 1995) for their own needs and desires.

The PoUlies ofSexutJlity

.....in its origins Congolese plpular music appeared as an emineody male culture" (Gondola
1997: 65).

In leopoldville in 1910 there were only 10 women for every 100 men. In 1928

the number was 28 per 100, and a steady increase occurred URtil the beginning of World

War II when a huge influx of men brougbt down only temporarily the proportion of
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\Vomen living in the city.39 During the postwar period~ when rising unemployment

caused Many citydwellers to search for livelihoods elsewhere~ the proportion of women

continued to increase, probably because more and more \Vomen were coming to join their

husbands, who had beeome salaried employees in the city. But even al the end of World

War II, the ratio of men ta \Vomen was roughly:2 to 1 and a large percentage of those

women remained unmarried (Comhaire-Sylvain 19(8).40 Interestinglyenough, these

figures showed a marked contrast \Vith Stanleyville (Kisangani)~ which had much higher

marriage rates during more or less the same period (Anstey 1966: 186) and a higher

incidence of inter-ethnic marriage than Leopoldville. Presumably the difficulty associated

with gening a dowry in Leopoldville was more pronounced, since \Vomen there had better

access to education and employment (Comhaire-Sylvaio 1950: 24), but we must assume

that there were other contributing factors as weIl.

Sex ratios in post-war Leopoldville were characterized by significant variation

across ethnie groups or region of origin. Certain ethnie groups (especially thase from the

furthest away) had relatively balaneed sex ratios, but these ratios were thrown off by the

ovef\vhelmingly male Kikong~speaking populations who had long dominated

Leopoldville's demographic structure.41 Despite statistics tbat showed Kikongo-speaking

groups as having the highest nataJity rates of any group in the city (Comhaire-Sylvain

1950), this did not translate iota a male-female ratio that was even remotely balanced for a

large part of the colonial period. Various explanations have been put fortho Kongo social

3~laoy European companies closed down because of the Great Depression. During this period. the
colonial govemment began rounding people up and sending them back 10 their villages. Between 1930 and
1935. the male population decreased by one-half. but the fema1e population inaeased by 8%. By 1934
there weœ balf as many females as males (La. Fontaine 1974).

-lOIn 1959 theœ weœ 78 women for every hundred men and the male-female ratio seems to have more or
less balanced out sorne lime in the late 1960s or early 19708 (La Fontaine 1970: 34).
-I-l~fale-female ratios amoog Kikongo speaking groups in 1956 Leopoldville: Yaka 7.6: 8, ~Ibala3.4: 1.
, Kongo 31.-1- : 21.9, • Suku 4.3 : .3. Notice that the Kongo group (by far the largest in the capital) bas a
more balanced ratio than the other Kikongo speaking groups. a phenomenon which cao be explained in part
by their proximity to Leopoldville. This is the case with the Teke. original inhabitants of the Pool who
have a ratio of 1.4: 1.2 during tbis period. The same study showed that groups furthest away from
Kinshasa bad more balanœd ratios: ~(ongo 23 : 1.9. Luba3.1 : 3.7. Budja 2.4: 2.4, Ngombe 1.9: 1.5
(Compiled from colonial œncus data in La Fontaine 1970: 36). Balandier (1955) gives the male-female
ratio of Bakongo in Brazzaville of 2: 1.5 in 1951.
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relations are generally believed to give a high degree of economic independence 10 women,

but this generalization is perhaps ooly a folk rendering of the fact that Most Bakongo are

matrilineal (whereas in other regions of the country. especially the northeast, patrilineal

systems of kinship are more common). In matrilineal kinship, the maternai uncle

(mother's brother) often takes on an important raie in the care and upbringing of children,

sometimes displacing or replacing the role of the biological father. On tbis basis it would

seem that Bakongo wornen were already pre-disposed 10 a lesser degree of dependence on

husbands (relative to brothers) and thus in this context, the idea of living without a

husband May not have been completely unthinkable.

But explanations of tbis sort fail 10 tell the whole stary with regards to how

politics and history operate on gendered colonial subjects. Ina fascinating discussion of

colonial taxes and ·free women' in Belgian-ruled Rwanda-Urundi, Nancy Rose Hunt

(1991) unfolds the history of a women's faX revoit against the peculiar Belgian colonial

practice of taxing unmarried women. [will recount the nanative of her article fairly closely

becausc of what it reveals about the politics of male-female demographics in an urban

sening. Belgian colonial policy in the interwar period stipulated that polygamous men

were required to pay taxes on each additional wife after the tirst wife and up ta the thinieth.

This measure was driven by economic as weil as moral reasons, since from the colonial

perspective poIygamy was not only anti-Christian.. but aIso detrimental ta the development

of a large urban labor force. Opposition to the tax, especially among members of the

clergy, argued that 10 faX an immoral behavior was at sorne level to condone il

In 1950, the colonial govemment ovenumed the previous legislation and refused

to acknowledge p:>lygamous marriages altogether. Unfortunately, this legislation

coincided with a tise in poIygarny, especially in rural areas, due primarily la increasingly

harsh forœd labor requirements imposed by the colonial administration.42 Congolese

42Far a sua:inct summary of the .mrous and uaevaa rcquin:meots ofcolonial and missiouary 1...
arrangements in the Bdgian Coogo. sec MacOaffey (1986: 31-38).
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educated elites (evolué and évoluant) argued that this rise in polygamy effectively forced

increasing numbers of young men (unable to find wives) and young wornen (escaping

cruel husbands) inta the city. At the same time, many men in the city were taking

additional wives, but camouflaging them as "concubines" or ·'supplémentaires" (ibid: 480).

After évolué groups had made sufficient "noise" about titis particularly "nefarious" fonn

of ta:< evasion, the colonial govemment responded by imposing a little publicized but very

well-known tax 00 UDrnarried women. This ta:< placed ail unmanied women in the same

category: lesfemmes vivant théoriquement seules Cwomen theoretically living alone').

The underlying implication of this category escaped no one: unmarried women are

probably prostitutes and thus must he taxed. Taxes of this sort were contested by various

groups of women in various parts of the colony, but the majority of women had no means

to speak out against this status, one which was as much social as tax-based.43

[ have recounted this story in detail because 1 think it illustnlles not only the

complex relations of power which exist between colonial officiais and African subjects, but

also between Africans themselves. Hunt's account shows the exteot 10 which male power

(bath colonial and Congolese) was brought to bear on wornen's independence, mobility

and sexuality. The unusual Belgian practice of raxing urban unmarried women was IlOt

simplya function of colonial domination, but mther an anempt by various kinds of men in

positions of power (customary leaders, urban African elites, missionaries and colonial

policymakers) to come to tenns with a situation in which the relative scarcity of women

gave them a new source of power over men:

••... eUe choisit alors qu'die était choisie, dIe cherche à obtenir le plus d'avantages possibles
alors qu'elle était source de profit et richesse capitalisée, affirmamt ainsi un véritable Ialversemeot
des I61es" (BaIaodier 1955: 148).44

43HUDt's discussiOll œodudes widl the description of a tu revoit by 'fra: women' in wbich they tossed
buDdles of protest letten inlo King Baudoin's passing motorcade during bis visil ta Usumbura in 1955.
Subsequent to this action, 200 WOIDCII wae arrated. cbaioed. aad put in jail. Comhaire-Sylvain (1968)
refus ta a group of women who procested agaiDst an augmmt«l 'femme tihre' tax. sec~ow.
44a...she chooses .,hile before il was she who was dIosen. sile tries to get as mud! as me can wlule before
sile was the source of profit and capitalizal weallb. chus affirmiog a ttue revenal of mies.•
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.....she attaeks the basic stnJeture of the kinsbip system by denying die authority of men over
women7 of seniors ove!' juniorsn (La Fontaine 1974: III).

Many observers have noted that the colonial city is the only place where women cao obtain

propeny and becorne upwardly mobile (MacGaffey 1987; Sehoepf and Engundu 1991; L.

White 1990) and that women's relative scarcity can he considered an advantage: "Ta sorne

extent., it is true that in the colonial city, the more balanced the gender demography, the less

gender relations favored women" (Gondola 1997: (8). It is in this context that we must

understand the development of a new liberated female sexuality, one that is intimately

linked with the public sphere, especially the worlds of music and popular entertainment

According to Comhaire-Sylvain, the first feminine associations (associations

jéminines)--Club Américain (1937) and L'Odéon Kinois (l940)-were actually organized

by men. The first all-female association went by the name of UDiamant" and was founded

by a "mulâtresse" named Antoinette Mongwango in 1943. It seems that Bakongo women

\Vere on the whole less represented in these associations than wornen from other ethnie

groups, but most groups included rnembers from various parts of the country. As the end

of the war approached~ the number of feminine associations began ta multiply and the

competition between the most well-known associations in Leopoldville was reflected in

more sbingent membership and increasingly selective reCl1Ùtment practices:

Les membres devaient êtres élégantes et savoir se tenir dans le monde. EUes avaient certainement
des moeurs libres: il fallait 17

argeo~ beaucoup dtargcot. Où le d1ercher si ce ntest d1ez les
hommes? Mais il De s'agissait pas de tomber d&Is la proslÎlUbon ouverte, sous peine
d'expulsion (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968: 265).45

456Members bad to he de.-t and bal to Iœow how to cm')' tbcmseIves. lbey certaiD1y bad SOlDe semai
frecdom: !bey oceded mooey, lots oC mooey. And _bat better place to gel moocy thao witb mm? But ilw. DOt a malter of falliDg iDto open prostitulioo. Ibis would have raulted in expulsion from tbe group. t
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While not ail 'femmes libres' were members of a feminine association, most members of

feminine associations were 'femme libres'.46

Souvent d'une beauté et d'une éducation au-dessus de lamoyame (elles s'expriment parfois assez
bÎl.'D co français), elles sont aussi plus élégantes que le commun des mortels, portent de plus
beaux pagnes, de plus beaux bijous, de plus belles penuques. Différence essentielle d'avec les
prostituées: elles choisissent toujours leurs partenaires (out en leur laissant quelquefois l'illusion
d'avoir effectué une conquête difficile. Très au courant de toutes les méthodes anti­
conceptionnelles. elles n'ont d'enfiDts que lorsqu'elles le décident (ibid: (63).47

It was these women, whose autonomy was based on the careful manipulation of

coquettishness and male desire, who became the subject of scorn in the local press, even

after independence. Much of the debate focused on bars where theic activities look place.

Comhaire-Sylvain discusses an anti-night club campaign that emerged in the local press

during her second visil to Kinshasa in the mid-1960s.48 The contributors to this debate

(mostly male Congolese eHte), having witnessed an increase in the number of bars-­

especially in the newer parts of the city-oomplained that an increasing number of night club­

bars were actually "namingos" (bars with rooms attached) where uimmoml things happen ail

day long" (1968: 99). In 1965, there was a govemment crackdown which affected bars

throughout the city: opening hours were limited to keep daytime tms clœed, the location of

some bars was declared unacceptable (especially those near schools, social centers or

churches), access te minors was prohibited, and there was a limit put on the volume of

music. In sorne cases bars were completely c10sed down. Comhaire-Sylvain discusses a

group of 'free wornen' who were preparing to protest, not ooly against ta~ increases on

46Aa:ording to Gondola (1997), a 1958 œ10aial deaeeded~ tbat manied women who wished ta become
members of femiDine &UOcialioas required the permission of thcir husb&od. Although he docs DOt explain
what reslridioos wcre pIaced on singlew~ il is clar tbat coloaial poIicy reflccaed twa social
calegories for women. we" ndumba (proslitute)... thal tbis poIicy onIy reinforœd public musical
spaœs (bars, cat.ets. etc.) _die domain of1IBric:d mm and single WOIDal (ibid: 75).
47~OfteDofan above average beaJty and education (they oftell speak exœ11cnl French), they are al90 more
eI.-l than mortaI WOIIICD. they WOR DÎc:a" wrap-arounds. niœrjcwelry and oiœr wigs. The main
ditTamœ betweeo 'free WQIDCD' and postitula: tbey dIoo8e thar J8U1m, ail the wbile~ Ibe
illusiœ of a diffiadt œaqual Vcry awae ci vmws binh coatrol 1DCIhods, they do DOt bear clWdreD
until they have made a dcdsiOllIO do 50.'
48rhe campaigo to whicb sile mers oœurn:d mosdy in Prismœ Congolaise and Progm. starting in
Deœmber 1964 (1968: 98).
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unmarried women~ but also the new restrictions on ba.rs~ since, according to them~ the bars

\Vere the only place tbey could organize meetings for their association (1968: 162).

Comhaire-Sylvain concedes that given the nature of Congolese society al that time,

women in these associations may have been guilty of consumerism and sexual

indiscretions~ but in the end she argues that their particular form of organization allowed

them to advance their own persona! objectives without being subjected to male (especially

European) control. Their success as femmes libres gave them short-lerm financial security

and in many cases opponunities for social mobility. Gondola (1997) takes this argument a

slep further by arguing that women involved in lhese associations experienced freedom

from male control in general and that their activities constituted a form of symbolic

resistance to colonial rule. Unfortunately, his data on these points is less than

convincing.49 Gondola himself shows that certain ~feminine' associations were organized

and monitored by bar owners who wanted 10 attmct more male customers. La Fontaine

(1974) discusses how sorne associations entered inta promotional agreements with local

breweries. In Many cases, associations simply negotiated preferential beer priees with bar

owners in exchange for their regular presence in the bar. Thus the degree of female

autonomy was highly variable and often ambiguous.50 What is certain. however, is that

there existed a coincidence of interests between members of the feminine associations and

the predominandy male private bar owners and brewery managers who benefined from the

presence of attractive, uoattaehed women in the urban public sphere.

T.K Biaya's provocative recent article bighlights the important role played by

musicians in the development of a particular kind of African urban masculinity. According

to Bia}a ••...musicians malee public the anguish and confusion that affect masculine

identity" (1997a: 103). Oondola's suggestive idea of "surmasculinisation" (1997: 95, see

49rhere is DO amvinciog evidalœ. for CXEIpIc. 10 support bis daim tbal WOIDCIl maintaincd Africao style
dress aJ • expra8Îoo or n:sislJ8e agaiD8t colonial nde.
SOfrom Balandicr's discussiOD witb a lœal iDfOl'lD8Dt: 6'1beir president is a man. You sec thal tall goy in
the blue suit? He nms the ·ShiDiDg S..'" (BaIandier 1966: 193).
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also Biaya 1997a) refers not ooly to the statistical reality of a city that for most of its

lifespan bas been predominantly male, but aIso 10 the social and cultural forms through

which this demographic imbalance has been expressed and understood. [n a situation

where women were scarce relative to men, and where a significant portion of those wornen

chose to rernain unntarried (sorne very visibly unmarried as in the case of the femmes

libres), it is not surprising that male identity would become exaggerated through various

kinds of public performance. Given the dual presence of colonial domination and a new

liberated female sexuality, Congolese men, to put it crudely, had to he more •manJy'.

What is interesting, however, is that this particuJar type of exaggerated masculinity found

ils most natural yoice in music (ch. LOlo

By positing a relationship between the historicaJ imbaJance in Kinshasa's male­

female ratio and the prevalence of lyrics about love and male charm, 1do not intend to

revive sorne kind of Malthusian line of reasoning which subordinates culture to

demographics. After ail, the male-female ratio in Kinshasa bas been close ta baJanced

since just before independence. Clearly the characteristically romantic feel of Congolese

modem music is just as much a function of politics (since colonial and post-eolonial

govemments were too authoritarian to pennit freedom of political expression of any kind),

economics (since music about love is the mostlikely to sell) and cultural values (since

expressions of romantic love are not unique to lire in the city). Instead, [ hope 10 more

accurately reflect the sociological complexity of a popular fonn of culture which is tao

often dismissed as epi-phenomenon because of its focus on matters of the heart (White

(997). BaJandier's (1966) writing shows not ooly his own version of male fear in the face

of female sexual power, but also the extent to which the politics of sexuality were often

worked out through musicaJ perfonnance. Here he comments on the feminine associations

which he observed in the 1950s and cites the text from one of their songs:
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'Ibis surrender to commercial love is~ therefore, devoid of bitterness. But the young womeo
do not linser over these anxieties. They dIess in costly fabries and compete with one another in
buying jewelry. They dance. 'They sing. The provocativeness of their movements gives
commercial eroticism a glamour in whicb our societies are no longer even interested:

Come! Wbom do you fear?
1no longer bave a husband
1married very young
Thinking tbere were no other men
If only 1had known!
Let me love you.
You're just my type!

(Balandia- 1966: 194)

Gondola's (1997) reading of song texts is also interesting in ibis sense, although 1

think the songs he discusses are more than examples of a simple critique of social

irresponsibility (sec ch. 8). Instead 1see them as a despemte cry of male hysteria resulting

from the realization that women are independent, and from the deeJ>-seated fear that

masculinity is tumed inside out under colonial rule (c.f. Kroker & Kroker 1991) But these

expressions of male fear are not limited lo music. An important literature on the images of

mystical mennaid figures in popuJar painting Cmamywata') bas called attention 10 this icon

as a symbol of male desire and the arbitnuiness of wealth and power (sec ch. 9).

Mamywata, much like the elusivefemme libre., is a woman whom men cannot control.,

locate or appropriate (Jewsiewicki 1991) [figure 2.1]. Her control over men is complete

since in exchange for unlimited wea1th, men must promise ta remain faithfulto ber. She is

the abject of male desire., yet she is unauainable. Her legs are sealed.

This history of sexual tensiOll is important in understanding Kinshasa's reputation

as the Centnl1 African (if DOt Arrican) capiral of amour and ambience (ch. 3, 9). As Martin

(1995) bas observed., this sexual tension often expressed itself in the form of public

jealousyor 610ve brawls' which are just as canmon today and which cœur between rival

women as weil as men. One of La Fontaine's infonnants., a young woman from

Stanleyville, sums up niœly the outsider's view of Kinshasa as a sexualized., conflictual
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urban space: "Men [iD Kinshasa] do not know how ta restrain their natural desires, and

the women are avid for money. There is a lack of mutual respect, and one might say that

there is coexistence and notbing else but a continuai conflict of interests between the sexes"

(Lafontaine 1971: 132). But in aH faimess, our analysis must he careful not to reduce

male-female relations to questions of sexuality. White public debates about wornen during

the colonial period were primarily focused on this new type of unmarried, uncontrolled

female sexuality, 1disagree with Biaya's claims that the colonial administration ignored the

role of African wives and mathers in ilS urban social programs and policies (see Biaya

1994 and 1997a). Hunt's (1997) account of colonial efforts to alter African infant feeding

and birth spacing practices shows to what extent the interwar panic over decreasing

populations influenced Belgium's concem with nuclear families. Likewise, her rich

reading of the Belgian..sponsoredfoyers sociaux (domestic training institutions for African

wornen) clearly illustrates the colonial preoccupation with producing ·proper' wives for an

emerging class of evolués who were defined (and in tum defined themselves) not in terms

of their ethnicity, but in tenns of their proximity to the culture of the colonizer.

Masking Ethnicity

Belgian colonial poliey (much like most of the policy that would follow

independence) discouraged ethnic-based groupings or associations, presumably because

titis kind of intra-etbnic soIidarity was perceived as a tbreat 10 colonial authority. Despite

this Cact, and the fact that "bath missionaries and big firms worlœd band in band with the

Govemment" 10 enforce these poIicies (Combaire·Sylvain 1950: 24), il is important to

remember that certain conservative elements of the Cathoüc church saw inter-ethnie

marriage as dangerous because il might lead 10 divorce, or worse yet "des liaisons
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multiraciales". According to La Fontaine, at the same time that the colonial govemment

was encouraging inter-ethnie unions throughout the colony, il was aIso encouraging urban

migration From the upper Congo in order tocounterbalance the strong Bakongo presence in

uopoldville.51 This distinction between southem groups Cgens du bas~) and northern

groups (·gens du haut') would prove to he important in the evolution of political policy and

discourse concerning the colonial capita1.52

In reality, ethnicity in Leopoldville was much more complex than the simple

high/low distinction which penraded much colonial discourse (Young 1965), but there was

sorne truth in opposing the dominant Kikongo-speaking groups (primarily Bakongo, from

southwest of Leopoldville) to the rest of the ethnie groups living in the city.53 Most people

from non-Kongo groups came from up.river, especially From the densely populated

regions around Mbandaka (and to a lesser extent From Kisangani and various pu1S of

Kasai). The majority of Kongo peoples were cultivators, while groups north of the

Malebo Pool very often sustained themselves through a combinatioo of intensive fishing

and basic farming. Thus the broadest ethnie categories (people from aboye/people from

below) corresponded roughly to the human geography of the western half of the Belgian

Congo. But this distinction was also reinforced bya plst-Portuguese European presence

(traders, missionaries, adminiSlnltors) which perceived nonhem peoples as more receptive

to religious conversion and administrative control. Despite the fact that the Bakongo ··were

SICombaire-Sylvain's (1968) discussion of oommon ethnie stereotypes in the 19505 sooods similar to
those 1w. bearing in Kinshasa in the 1990s: Bangala womm admire Bakongo men ai busbands, but
Bakougo "'amen would Dot say the same about Bangala men. Bangala men would say that "a man is luclcy
10 rand a ",oman from amoog the Bakoogo'9 (39) who are œosidered to he lIIOœ submissive tbm Baogala
"'amenalmore easily cootrolled. Aa:ording Bakongo men, Banpla womeo will sleep tWUUDd for mooey.
and chey are coosidered ta be volalile but hoocst. "she'l1 kill you to your face", Whcreas Bakoogo are
bdicved ln be less forthaJming, even hypoaitical: .~mukoogo wœ'l say mything, bc'U poisoo
~ou..." (40).
2After iadcpeodence (..t espeàaUy duc to rebellions and secœssiooist moVaDCIllS origiMing in the

eastcm balfof Ibe OOUDtty) an eœt-wcst division will become opcrative in naliooal politics. For a
disaJSSiœ oC this divisioo in relalioolo Kabila's new governmcnt. sec White (1997).
S3tbis higbJlow distindioo (with SOlDe variaboas) COIlapoadiog to north/south geograpbical bmias bas
been opaalive in mmy mlonial senings in Africa. especially West Mriœ wba'e œturaI markcn soch as
dcsats, savanabs md forcsts correspood witb edmiç diffCftlltialÎoo. Sec Rouda (19S6) ...Mitcbell (1956)
for good disœssioas from œwly urbaDizing aras in British colœics.
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one of the oost prepared societies for European contact in Central Africa" (Balandier 19(6),

it was tribes from the nonh that would henefit from the preferential treatment of the

colonial regime.

As far back as the early years of the Congo Free State~ Stanley had begun to refer

to certain northem rivenne groups as the uBangala" (literally, 'the people of the river'), but

the exact origin of the name is not clear and despite bis characterizalion of them as an

"unquestionably a very superior tribe" (quoted in Young 1965: 242), the name has never

been shown to correspond to any discrete political or ethnie unit. Nevenheless, the term

became reinforeed by administrative reports and ethnological surveys in the region. From

a very early date, the Bangala were an important part of the colonial Force Publique

(combined police and milirary force) and were the preferred recruitees for river transport

crews. It was probably these same riverine groups that were active in the movement of

goods and people from the interior to intermediate points such as the Malebo Pool during

the lucrative years of the Atlantic slave trade (Vansina 1990). With the adoption of Lingala

(note the mot, 4 ngala ') as the language of the military, this 4artificial ethnicity' (Young

1965) was further crystallized and its close association with the colonial authorities made it

a source of contempt especially from the Kik:ong~speaking groups who predominated in

the colonial capital.

[t is imponant to distinguish between two processes of change which come to bear

on ethnic identity and organization during the colonial period in various parts of sub­

Saharan Arrica The first is a process 1will refer to as ethnie simplification, wherebya

large number of discrete ethnie groups become lœown (primarily byoutsiders such as

colonial administrators) as part of a larger ethnie familyor grouping. The case of the

Bangala as discussed above is a good example of this. The second process can he

described as a form of ethnie c:rynallization, in whieh closely related clans or sub-units

come to he increasingly aware of their commonalites by virtue of tbeir exposure to other
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ethnic groups in an urban setting. This is the process which Jean Rouch (1956) bas

referred to as 'super-tribalism':

Tout au loog de cet e.'lJOSé de l'organisation sociale des émigrants en Gold Coast, nous avons
trouvé, contrairement à ce qui est admis d'habitude, que les milieux transplantés, loin d'être
•détribalisés' sont, au contraire, •super-tribalisés'. La ville, la vie IIlécmique, D•affaiblissent pas
leur cohésion tribale mais la renforcent. Elles oe diminuent pa leur orgueil de race, dies le
décuplent. Ce n'est pœ une conscience de classe qui naît chez les ouvriers de la GoId Coast. mais
une conscience de tribu qui rewu"t, si toutefois elle avait teudaoce à disparaître (Rouch 1956:
164).54

It is interesting 10 note the similarity between Rouch's account and that of Mitchell (1956),

who was conducting urban research at the same time in the Rhodesian Copperbelt region:

"It is in a situation such as this, where neighbors are oonstantly changing and where people

from many different tribes are thrown together, that the distinctiveness of other people

becomes apparent" (22). As 1mentioned above.. Mitchell and bis colleagues have been

criticized for reifying the concept of 'tribalism' as a part of the liberal humanitarian impulse

which drove much of the research associated with the Manchester school (Ferguson

199Oa). But Mitehell's early study is revealing for what it demonsuates about the

correlation between ethnicity and colonial occupational status, for the emphasis it places on

inter-ethnic relations (especially bis adapted version of Bogardus's scaJe of social

distance) .. and as one of the firsl studies to look al how expressions of ethnic identity vary

according 10 social context.

The two processes discussed above (simplification and crystallization) overlap to a

certain extent in the various ethnic·based nationalist movements which occur during the

colonial period. Jean Bolikango asserted a "grande ethnie Bangala" in the period leading

up to independence when Leopoldville was still very much plagued by the Bakongo-

54ATbrougbout this aoaIySÎs of the soc:ial orgJmizatiOll or emmigraDCS 10 die GoId Coast, we bave SCCD.
CODttary to 'l'bat is usually admitled, that the ncw social milieu. far from beÎDg •detribalizcd' is in actuality
·super·tribalized'. l'be medumizcd liCe of the aty does DOt wsen ttiblll cobesioo. but n:inforœs il Il
docs not rcduœ raial pride, but ..gmaalS iL It is nol a dass coosc:ioumess wbidl_ses .....g these
'l'orkers. but a alIISCÎousaess of tribe. CVCll tbouah Ibis coascioumess w. a1n:ady begiDniDg 10 disappc..'
CrcDpR with WaIa1Dm's (1990) discussiOll of pan-cdmic Yœuba idcntity (ace da. 10).
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Bangala opposition (Young 1965: 245). Kongo nationalism was most likely influenced by

Kimbanguist religious movement whieh became widespread in the Lower Congo duriog

the 1920st but it coaIesced under the organization of the pan-Kongo ABAKO party just

before independence.55 The Mongo nationalist movement was heavily promoted by

Flemish sympathizers (especially Boelaert and Hulstaert) who urged the fonnation of a

standard Mongo language and even a Mongo state.56 The Mongo movement was

remarkable not only for the emphasis it gave to Mongo expressive culture (especially

poetry), but also because a large part of its platform was based on denying its previous

association with the thase who were classified as Bangala. Ail of these cases assert the

highly political nature of ethnie categories, since, as Jewsiewicki has written, "Through

the manipulation of ideology and ethnie identities, 'elites' mobilize the poteotial of political

clientelism for political strugglesn (Jewsiewicki 1984: 106).

In Jewsiewicki's terros, then, ethnicity must he understood as a set of practices,

but a1so as an ideological discourse which co-opts cultural icons in arbitrary and self­

serving ways. Appldurai (1990) has argucd that not only do states use political propaganda

and state-run media to domesticate ethnie differenee, but also that the rise of nationalist

movements in predatory states bas led to a kind of mutual cannibalism: 6'the nation and the

state have become one another's project". Though the colonial administration in the Congo

was not the onJy one to discourage ethnic-œsed associations and other forms of ethnic

clusteringt it does seem that the general political elimate in the Belgian Congo was less

conducive to inter--ethnic confliet than was the case in many other African colonies. Of

course colonial policies are rarely applied evenly over time and sptee. A good example is

Rwanda-Urundi, where Belgian colonial poliey perpetuated a myth of Tutsi superiority to

5Sm the coogolese literalUR. "Koogo" Mers ta the Kikœgo speakiDg pcopIes 10C8lCd primmly south _
west of the Malebo Pool. .~" refcn ta the aKlmiDisttative unit chat \Vas aaled by Leopold and 18lel'
œded ta the Belgium PaDlDCllt.

S6aogumü Jewsiewicki aod several coUeagues SIe cunmdy moductiDg raearch cm the Mongo naliooalist
movemmlJ duriag the colonial period.
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justify rule over the Hutu masses (Le Marchand 1994). The rest~ as they say, is history.57

In the Belgian Congo, the Bangala had actively participated in regionaJ trading networks,

they were dispersed over a large area, they had no large-scale royal tradition and since their

livelihood was dependent upon fishing, they were less tied to the land than their Bakongo

counterparts. The Bakongo were probably perceived by the colonial govemment as a

threat., not only because of their attaehment 10 their land, but also because of their proximity

and their shoor numbers relative to other ethnic groups living in the city. Il is this masked

fonn of preferential ethnie politics which will also characterize the Mobutu regime., and

which will contribute 10 the formation of an expressly an-ethnie urban identity which finds

its highest expression in contemporary popular dance music (ch. 10).

Les Petits Blancs

Everyone bas beard of Lumumba'! astonisbment during bis tirst visit to Brazzaville in 1956.
when he was faced with a society wbere Whites and Blacks, al least on the surface. live together
peaœfully. (Goodola 1990: 494).

As 1will explain in Chapter Four~ 'cultural brokers~ and their networks are of

primary importance to this research~ for it is they who manage the material and symbolic

resources which constitute notions of taste (and thus value) in a given society (cf Steiner

19(4). Brokers of culture during the colonial period in the Congo came in many forms:

Belgian missionaries who trained young Congolese singers and dancers (Père van den

Boom), Congolese organizers of the spectacles populaires and their Belgian collaborators

(Ligue Folklorique Congolaise of Père van den Boscbe and Mongita, and later Maître

Taureau), a large numberof Congolese musicians, and the mosdy Oreek local merchants

who became the first owners of private recording studios in LeopoldviUe {Jeronimidis~

S7It is interesting to DOte that in boIh Belli- Congo and RU8Dda-Unmdi ooIooia1 ..thorities teuded 10 side
witb groups dIal ",en: priJIImIy DOD-apiadtural.
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Papa Dimittiou). Below 1will discuss sorne of the preliminary acoounts of the contact

between Mricans and whites in the music industry, a tapie which, once more fully

elaborated, May improve our understanding of race relations in general during this period

of Congolese history.

Although imported phonographs and sound recordings had been circulating

through expatriate communities as least as early as the 1920s, locally produced music

would not begin until the establishment of several foreign-owned recording studios by

primarily Greek entrepreneurs in the 1940s.

The role played by the music reoording houses in the Congo is one of immeasureable
importance. The future of our mUBic and the developmenl of African musical arts could only
bave been suffocated, like so many girlS and innate musical skiJls brougbt together by
coionization, were it not for the fortunate coincidence tbat certain merchants Cdt compelled to
benefit from makîng records, a coincidenœ which indirectly gave them the tide of curaror of the
~Congolese musical heritage' (Loooh 1969: 30).

Throughout most of my writing, 1 will refer to these businesses as 'studio houses'

(nUJisons d'édition) because they served the dual function of recording studios and record

labels, not ooly recording local musicians but also providing them full-time ernployment

and sorne degree of professional training (fr. encadrement). The first of these houses

(Olympia) was opened in 1939, but il was not until the arrivai of Ngorna in 1948 that

musicians would he able to claim full professional status. Under the supervision of

Ngoma's owner Jeronimidis, some of the music's early local personalities wouId he

offered employment contracts as in-house musicians, sorne as individuals (Leon Bukasa,

Lucie Eyenga) sorne as groups (Beguen Band, Le Trio Bow, San Salvador). Other houses

would soon follow suit. In 1950 three major studios were producing and distributing

records. Hy 1960, the number had increased to nearly 20 (RFI 1992: 6).58

58Apart from Jerooimidis' Ngoma, 8cDafar's Opika label (1950) and Ihe Dimilriou brothcrs' LooiDgisa
label (1950) W~ also bugely suœesaful duriog Ibis pcriod. Larcr studio-Iabeb iDcIuded CEFA
(Compipie d.eorqisttemall de foDdoœ .ricaiae, 19,9) diIedaI by Roger Imdi•.JAotonopolos'
Escago (1957) bcfoœ mullinalioaal rums got involved (Pbilips, HMV, aad atlas).
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Unlike the first musicians to record in l..eopoldville~ this first generation of

professional musicians became skilled al imitating and adapting music from abroad,

especially the influential G. V. series of Afro-Cuban recordings that were disttibuted in

Congo-Zaïre and throughout many parts of West Africa (Waterman 1990). This change in

style was not only a result of their desire to emulate cosmpolitan imported styles~ but also a

function of the fact that they were employees of people who were in the business of selling

records. The studio owners, as the quotation above suggests~ were in an ambiguous

position in Congolese colonial society. As whites and merchants, they were differeot from

the vast majority of Congolese, who probably viewed them as rich foreigners. On the

other hand~ they were clearly not Belgian~ since Many Belgians found popular fonns of

entertainment cmss and imitative and thus not worthy of attention. Perhaps in search of

profits, perhaps intrigued by local popular entertainment, these petits blancs ('white trash' ~

lit. 'litde whites') saw the ease with which Congolese assimilated dirferent musical styles

as a financial and professional opportunity.59

ln sorne cases, the foreign merchants that owned and operated the early recording

houses were themselves musicians and this tended ta soften the interaction between

Congolese musicians and their employers. "Dimitriou played the accordian; we trusted

mm," one musician tald me (Wendo, personal communication). Very often the studio

owner also acted as arranger and sound teehnician as weil. Most musicians from this

perlod with whom 1had the chance ta speak had positive memories of their interaction with

the studio owners. He was like afather 10 us, 1heard on a number of occasions, or We

received a regular salary. lt wasn't much, bUI ifwe ever had problems we could go 10 see

him and he would give us a Linle something.

S9Many of the studio 0WDCl'S maoaged several business veotures al ODe lime (dothcs, domestic goods.
food, etc.) and music be1ped than scU odla' goods that lacked the visibility of music. In additioa ta seUing
n:œrds. the studio bouses published aod distributed music eatalop. In SOlDe aRS these publiœtioos were
stridly IislÏ0ls of recorcIiqs and tbeir .usts. but tbere wae also publicalioas wbich gave biographies of
lBIiad.musiàms or poups. E&'h house baI.ywbeœ from 1~ IS catalop aod would ofa discribute
thcm witb the pun:b&1e of a RCOId (Lonob. persœaI COIIIIIluniadiOll).
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The whiles used to take care of us. Bill Alexander [Ihe Belgian guitarist] invited us to bis bouse
for dinoer. And tbat was the time when blacks wereo't aUowed in the white part of town.
Wendo used to buy us things, too. He gat bis fml Cadillac in 1952. It was a car thal belonged
10 Assistant Director of the Banque Congo Belge. We had good relatiOll8 witb all them (Roitelet.
May 12, 1996).

Jean Serge Essous, one of the original members of O.K. Jazz, vividly remembers Papa

Dimitriou, the owner of the Loningisa label. Not only was Dimitriou a musician ("he used

to sing in ms shop while he sold wraJrarounds"), but he had aIso taken a Congolese wife,

a young woman named Marie Kitoko, who was herself a singer.

He used 10 come at oigbt witb bis wife. He used to like the clarinette. 'Okay Franco,' he would
say. 'you sil down. Let me lislen to the clarinette sorne.' Sometimes he laid Franco and 110 do
duos with guitar and clarinette. He wauld come ta the studio after closing bis shop at 5:00pm. The
Greeks were good with people. They speke good Lingala like the Portuguese. They came to our
country to gel rich. but the French and Belgians came as administralors (Essons. Sept. 7, 1995).

When competition between studio bouses increased, studio owners were forced 10

orrer better terms of employment and better working conditions 10 musicians. In sorne

cases they would offer expensive gifts (clothes, appliances, cars) in order to keep certain

musicians in their 'stable' (écurie). Needless to say, relations between musicians and

studio owners were perceived by Congolese eHtes as exploitative, and owners were

regularly accused of taking advanlage of African talent for commercial profil According to

Thomas Kanza, the first studio owners were profiteers who:

far from ttying to improve the artistic quality ofZairean music. were more concerned witb the
profitability of industtial production. 1admire tbeir business seuse. but 1 rmd regrettable the
exploitation of Zairean artists by which tbey themselves became celebrities. Ooly a small
percentage of profits from m:ord sales was ever given to the anist (Kanza 1972: 43).

And settIer responses to Congolese demands for independenœ reOected a profound

defensiveness:
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Nothing in the history of the Coogolese justifies any sort of rights for them over the country as
a whole. They bave oever created anything. not a motor. not a wheel-banow, nolbing. We bave
lifted them from cannibalism and slavery. ft is we who have unified, pacified and organizal the
country (seltier leader quoted in Anstey 1966: 172).

Approaching independence, the non-Congolese portion of the Belgian Congo

made up a very smalt percentage of the colony's total. Of about 114,000 non-Congolese.

a1most 89,(X)() were Belgian, 60% of whom were Aemish (with an especially high

percentage of Aemish among the missionary population). Only about 10% of the eolire

non-Congolese population was given the official status of settler, since colonial

policymakers feared the emergence of a class of poor white settlers who might become

either burdens or agitators in an already fragile political and economic equilibrium

(Lemarchand 1964). To this end, regulations were stringent, requiring guaranleed

deposits (cautions) for Foreign commercial ventures and imposing strict immigration quotas

by country. Apart From their limited numbers, one of the reasons that settlers did not

represent a strong poIiticai force in Belgian colonial politics was the fact that there was an

almost equal number of Belgjans and non-Belgians among them, and this worked against

the possibility of widespread collective action (ibid).

According te one infonnant, Belgians were rarely involved in petty trading or

commerce: ''They never came down into business," 1was lold. "Belgians were only in

the politica1 sector. They would onJy do public administration. If they were involved in

commerce il was ooly as a grand che/(,big boss')." According to this account, Belgians

were absent from the nascent infonnal sector, an obselVation which seems important

because il suggests that Congolese and Belgians were just as segregated in their ecanomic

lives as they were in their social lives (cf Balandier's 1955; c.E.e. 1991). As the

examples from the early music industry show, however, it was not race alone which

limited contact between whites and Africans in the Belgian colonial context

Understanding the early years of professional popular music, and the extent to which it

depended on the presence of foreign (non-Belgian) capital, is imp:>rtant to hiter chapters
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which will examine the structures of musical production and how they changed under post­

colonial rule (ch. 4). But these vignettes of interracial relations also give hints about

musicians' privileged position with regards to sorne of the toois of l>modernity'.

Medlating the Colonial Expertenee

The point to he stressed is that the cultural power of colonial states wu in faet quitc ümited: the
UDwillingness of colonial regimes before the 19408 to spend mettopolitan fonds, the crodity of
forced labor and taxation policies~ the neœssity of making alliances with precolonial elites. and
the instinctive racism of colonial officiais made cultural transmission a difficult and contradictory
task, and even the transmined clements. such as Cbristianity, were constantly heing reinterpreted
and redefmed by the recipieots. Colonial stal~ did not impart a cœsistentlanguage in which to
convince their subjects of their hegemony (Cooper 1987: 101).

By dcfinition (ch. 1), popular foons of entertainment (music, dance, theater) most

often emanate 'from the people', but because of their widespread public appeal and high

visibility they can also be co-opted by state or class-based interest groups (White 1997).

For this reason, popular entertainment represents a valuable source of infonnation about

lhe ways in which colonialism was organized and underslood (Fabian 1996). A social

history of perfonnance cao enable us lo 'reconstnlct' (and 1use the lerm advisedly) the

social dialogues which occurred between Europeans and Africans, and between Africans

themselves during the period of cololÙaJ rule. Despite a number of articles or chapters

which have attempted to unravel this complex history (Kazadi 19'79; Gondola 1992;

Tchebwa 1996) and severa! book-Iength studies which are more biographical in nature

(Bemba 1985; Ewens 1996), the history of popular culture in Congo-Zaire, especially with

regards to colonial cultural pllicy, remains ta be written. In this chapler, 1have ooly

sketehed out some of the broad lines and themes; 1intend te concentIate specifica1ly on this

topic in future research.
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One of the primary issues 1want 10 explore is the question of how and 10 wbat

extent colonial control was brought to bear on popular forms of entertainment and public

spaces. According to Gondola:

En dernière analyse, la musique populaire du Congo-Zaire a constitué pour les jeunes citadins
Congolais une sorte d'exutoire, un dérivatif à la violence du monde urbain et une des rares
tribunes d'expression culturelle exempte de mainmise européenne. Les lenlatives coloniales de
prise en main, qui réussirent par exemple dans le domaine de la peinture ou le thalle, échouèrmt
en musique (Gondola 1993: 166).60

Music especially has been described as an "unedited means of socialization" (ibid) and a

space in which Congolese could join togethcr "far from the surveillance of the white

colonizer" (Tchebwa 1996: 57). Drawing from Appadurai (1995; also Mbembe 1992a), 1

want to argue that popular entertainment during the colonial period opened up a politically

acceptable space in which Africans could 'play' with the forces of 'modemity' and

colonialisrn, appropriating and retooling (ch. 10, Coda) the meanings and structures which

had becn imposed on their lives in an urban setting.61 Il i5 in tbis sense that popular

entertainment can he seen as a mediating force between the imposition of a heavy-handed

system of (Belgian) colonial role and everyday African experience. Many scholars have

commented upon the tight control of social lime within the various institutions of the

churcb and the colonial state, which divided urban life into carefully discrete units devoœd

respectively to education, work, prayer, and leisure (Gondola 1992). Future research will

show to what extent this was true of popular music and music-based entertainment.

The Belgian concem with controlling Lite social and cultural evolution of ils subjects

100 10 isolationist poIicies in many areas of colonial administmtion. Gondola bas argued that

the Malebo Pool which separaIeS Kinshasa from Blëll2.aville acted as a kind of 61eak' (1990)

606In lhe final aoaIysis, lhe popular music oC Congo-laire constituted for young Congolese a kind of arder,
a derivalive ta the vio1ax:e of che urbm. wodd and ODe of the rare tribuDcs ofcultural expression which is
free ofEuropean cootrol. Colonial allempts al conttol, wbich are sua:essful in painting and theater, Cail in
music'.
61uQn the proposai that popuIar cnlertainmenl opeocd up a polilically acceptable space ... certainly yes,
but perhaps mOR a polilically 1IDCODuoUabie spaœ...aad that is ccrtainIy not aIllhae is to il" (Jao
Vansina, pcnooaI commUDicabOD, fcb. 7, 1998).
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or 'bridge' through which musicians travelled back and forth, sharing infonnation about

colonial practices and African lifestyle on the French side of the river (1992: 480). Although

he refers to colonial attempts to control popular musical perfonnance, it is not clear from his

data that the colonial regime ever perceived music or musical nightlife as a social or political

force, a fact which is surprising given the music's sheer presence as a 'social fact' (Barber

1987).62 As Raymond Williams bas observed: "There will he areas of practice and meaning

which. almast by definition from its own limited character, or in its profound deformation.

the dominant culture is unable in any real lerms to recognize" (1997: 43). But if popular

music was a blind spot for the colonial regime, it was certainly not sa for those that would

follow. In fact, the perfonnance of dance and music (folklore as weIl as 'modem') would

become the primary focus of Mobutu's elaborate prOfBganda machine and its primary public

strategy, that of animation politique.

What does lbis general historical overview tell us about the relationship between

colonial administration and popular forros of cultural expression? Despite its preliminary

nature, il suggests certain important findings. With increasingly harsh forced labor and

taxation in Congolese villages--even weil after the end of the Congo Free State, see Ukaka

1997--many young people (especially young men) began 10 migrate to urban areas in

search of a better lire. At the same Ume (especially as World War II approached), the

colonial govemment (in collaboration with the church and large-scale industry) began

making concerted effons to make cities more liveable in the hopes that Labor pools would

become stable. Because of the nature of Belgian colonial rule, however, the avenues of

social advancement open to the vast majority of Congolese were extremely limited. At the

same time, men were plagued by the scarcity of women in the city and by the fact that

many women chose ta remain single. In this contex.t, music became an important arena for

social differentiation and the acquisition of personal power through masculinized display

62His ooIy cxamples are ail indirectly stale·spoosœed soogwriting competition and Ihe jailing of a
musicim (Adou Beop) whose 1954 UA..Nddc" ('Sooaer or lata") caIled fŒ the 'sweeping away' of
colooial nde. Admittedly a very confroolatioual subjed maucr. Beop's sœg "'. a very rare excepCion to
the gcoeral mie of ear1y rumba whidl was oaIy poIitic:ally aitica1 tbroup playfuloess or sub-œxt.
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(ch. 9JO).63 Furthennore, it pennined uncensored interaction between women and men,

and i t seems ta he one of the only social spaces in an urbm context that was free of

colonial control. Obviously the dynamic nature of the colonial economy was conducive to

the development of music-the tapie of my next chapter--as an important form of urban

leisure, but these mostly noctumal spaces were also the safest (if not the only) places for

political organization and imagination.

6.1nùs explanalion obviously amoot aœount for similar situaliODS of Canale scarcity in other parts urban
colonial Mrka. For male migralioo. music aod male-fcmale relations in the copperbdt regiOll" sec
ErImaDn (1996: 101).



Part Two: The Transfonnation of Typique
Cbapter Tbree: Genres and Style

PopuJar Music and Genre
Ul Musique Moderne
Li! Folklore
Ul Musique Religieuse

Three Generations
Tango Ya BaWendo
The Big Rumba Period
Ul Nouvelle Vague

Two 'Schools'

Congo-Zaire 's 1nvisible Innovation
L'Animation
Atalaku, Animateur
Dances and Shouts

The Re-indigenilation Thesis

For years, 1must conftss, l resented Zairean popular music rmtil 1met it an its awn
ground. Eventulllly 1 became seduced by its power and beauty but 1 am still privately
embarrassed tltat it took me so long to recognize it as perhaps tire richest and most
distinctive gift to the continent, and indeed the world, ta come from Zaire.

(Johannes Fabian 1998: 82)

Ambiancer. v.i. Afrique. Mettre de l'ambiance, de l'animation.

(I.e Petit Larousse illustré 1995)
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The material in this chapter is intended to give an overview of the particular style of

poputar music which within the Congo is usually referred to as musique "Joderne or

musique typique. 1 1am interested not only in the style's recent bislory and the particular

characteristics which distinguish it from other genres of popular music, but aIso in the

organizing principles of the musical genre which represent the ways in which ~tradition'

and 'modemity' are increasingly entangled over time. While tbis chapter is not intended as

a comprehensive history of the musical style, it will provide general information about how

the style has evolved from the late colonial period to the present, information which will

fonn the basis for future research on papular entertainment and the emergence of a public

sphere in colonial Leopoldville. Before discussing the musical style itself, 1should make

sorne comments about the genres ofwriting which have taken Congolese popular music as

their primary focus.

Many accounts of 'modem' Congolese music have made sorne attempt to discuss the

style in historical terms.2 The most obvious examples are discussions about the origins of the

music (Kazadi 1979, Lonoh 1969)., which seem to he primarily concerned \Vith showing the

hybrid nalure of the music and its sPeCial relationship with the city (see ch. 2). There has also

been sorne hiSloricai scholarship which anempts to look al the relationship between music and

the development of an African urban consciousness during the colonial period (Gondola 1992;

1993; 1997). By far the grealest amount of writing has been biogmphicaJ in nature, not ooly

university manuscripts (many of which were published leaUy in Congo-Zaire: Luyela 1981;

Makengo 1985; Mula 1991; Pwono 1992), butalso thorough historical accounts which focus

IThe ward 'typique' is the ooly other tam (apart from lmodern' and somelimes ·rumba', ahhough this usuaUy
refers to a particular musical period) wbicb wu systemalically used by people in Kinshasa ta qual.üy the popular
music wbicb is discussed in tbis study. It seemed to be a word tba1 was more commooly used by young people
and especially by musicians, but 1bave also heard older musiàans use tbis term also, in whidl (3IC they are
refariog to the typique music ofAfro-Coban origin (perbaps from the Spaoish Iam 'tipico') whicb comes from
the pcriod that is usually assoaaacd with l1IIIIbdda~ (19508 and JB1 of the 196(5). 1 win discuss these
gcoeralional distiodioos in gJaIer detaiI below.

2Barber lm observed tbal tIuough academic wriliog and promoIÏOIl, œl18ÏD gawes cL popoIar culture bave bea1
associatcd with certain regions of sub-regions in Africa. Central Arrica (induding Congo-Zaire) is osoally
asmatcd with popular plinling (Barber 1987: 28), and Ibis despile the overpowerÎD, prescnœ ofpopul..music
in the œgioo.
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on the life and work of certain ~greats' of the musical style (Ewens 1994; Lokole 1985;

Onyumbe n.d.).

There are severa! books whicb combine history and biography ta provide the reader

with a general overview of the phenomenon of popular music in urban Congo-Zaire. The very

first book to taIœ on tbis mission was the now classic (and very difficult ta find) Essai de

commentaire de la musique Congolaise moderne by Michel Lonoh.3 [n 1985, the (Brazzaville)

Congolese Sylvain Bemba published the first book-Iength study of the musical style. Like

Loooh, his book offers a weaJth of detail about the various players and social significance of

the music, but it clearly suffers from the need ta reclaim the musical style for Brazzaville

Congolese.4 By far the most comprehensive of this genre is Manda Tchebwa's l.Lz Terre de la

Chanson (1996). Although Tchebwa's background is in music journalism and librnry science,

his book has a distincdy sociological feel and shows wider coverage of music-related issues.5

Although 1 take sorne inspiration from these works, my writing is more steeped in

anthropological questions of meaning, perfonnance, identity, and power. Apart from sorne

work done by joumalists or chroniclers (especially Gary Stewart and Graeme Ewens), my

study is the first based on extensive research that is conducted by an outsider and written

entirely in English. Young Congolese scholars of various persuasions are increasingly

interested in this as a topie, but the networks of supetvÎsion and distribution are very diffuse.

As 1will argue in Chapter 10, it is the very ~modem t appeaJallCe of Congolese popular music

which has made il of little interest to scholars and researcbers from the West

3During my field stay 1amsulted on a rcgular basis with General Lonoh. Because of bis associations with the
Mobutu regimc he bas bceo fon:ed iDto internai W1e since the arrivai ofKabil~ and 1bave Dot heml from mm
since my last trip to Kinshœa.
4Apan from wbat il tells us about popular music, Bemba's text is a valuable piece of iDformalioo about the
poJilicai conlext in the early to mid 1980s, espcQaI1y witb repds to the poütical rdalions betwecnCOD~
BrazmviJle aod biR. A Dumbcr of pieccs have diswssai music œ a bridge betweca the two Coup (Goodoia
1990; TdJebwa 1996), but tilde ofamaete bas beeo wrilteD about the relaliœs of dcmographic and fmancial
inequality belween the IWo.
SManda ",as one of my priJDm'Y coUaborators fŒ research on the musiœl style. His book, a1tbough il wœ
SOIDewbal rusbcd in the flual montbs of prq8'8tÏon, rcmains a valuable raource for aoyooe mous about the
bistory 8IId culture~Cœlo-Zaïrean popuI. music.
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Apart [rom these published manuscripts and book-Iength studies, aver recent years there

has been a huge amount of information published within the country in the form of music

joumalism (fr. 'chronique de la musique').6 The prolific early music magazines which began to

he papular in the 1970s (UDisco Hit", "L'As des As", "Super Star") and culturally inclined

newspapers (Hke "Salongo" and "Elima") were mostly concemed with providing a hungry

public with information about the private lives of the stars, their comings and goings, and

various types of inter and intra·band conflict (ch. 8). Foreign joumalists, of which Martin

Sinnock (BeaI magazine) is probably the most knowledgeable, are primarily concemed with

providing the 'world music' audience with information about new releases, tours and new

trends in the music. FoUowing in the chronic1er tradition and just as much lied ta the emerging

market for 'world beaf music, there are a number of well..researched books which give detailed

information about music and artists by region (e.g. Ewens 19(2).

Finally there is a less well-known category of writing about Congolese popular music

which is more academic in nature and which is primarily concemed with the cultural meanings

attaehed to Congolese papular music. A considerable amount of research bas been done on the

recurring thernes of song lyrics (Onyumbe l~; 1983; 1986; 1994a, 1994b; Luzibu 1973;

Engundu 1995), but unfortunately these analyses tend ta he divorced from the social and politicaJ

context in which the music is produced or consumed and they invariably tell us very little about

the music from an esthetic point of view. By classifying thematic genres, these accounts make

implicit daims about the relationship between music and society (often seen as direct and

unilinear), but their prevaJence in the literature attests ta the importance that Congolese give 10 the

music's 6 message,.7 By far the most interesting writing on the subject is that of Ngandu

Nkashama, a specialist in comparative literature who bas written extensively on music and theater

as weil. Nkashama (1979, 1992) bas attempted 10 distance himself From the immediacy of

6Sevaa1 years 810, MaDda Tcbcbwafounded the Association tksjoJmlQlîstes chroniqueurs di! la mwiqru du
ZAi~ presumablY DOW •du Congo' (the Association of Joumalists and Cbronidas of the Music of die Coogo').
7Tchebwa (1996) bas isolated DO lcss chan 28 different themes wbich cbaractaize modem music. In Chapter
N'me 1will discoss the importaDœ that is giVCD 10 lyrics aad meaoing in a local sctting in Kinshasa.
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biographical or lyrical analysis and bas focused instead on the question of how the performance

of popular music cao rcflect and constitute post-colonial consciousness.

Although in sorne instances 1 have chosen the stories of individual musicians or bands

to illustrate a point, 1do not consider this chapter to he a biography or a chronology of the

•modem' Congolese music scene. My goals are different, in sorne sense more modest, partiy

because much of the work of chronicling for Congolese mw;ic has been effectively undertaken

by others, especially Congolese writers themselves (Bemba 1985; Lonoh 1969; Tchebwa

1996). Instead, 1have attempted to identify important trends in the musical style aver lime and

ta complement these observations with individual staries of celebrity which illustnlte or

illuminate the overail arguments of the chapter. After a brier ovcrview of the main genres and

sub..genres of popular music in Kinshasa, l will consider various historical aspects of the

music which come to bear on the analysis of genre in popular culture, namely generalional

categories, esthetic styles or ·schools', the phenomenon of animation, and the complex

relationship between •modem' music and other popular musical styles.

Popular Music and Genre

Before enlering into the specific discussion of how generic distinctions are expressed in

Congolese popular music, [ will discuss severaJ points about what genres do, or more

precisely, what people do with genres. In tbis discussion J will draw heavily from the recent

work of Johannes Fabian (1998), which devotes considerable attention ta the question of

power in its anaIysis of genres. While the blurring of disciplinary boundaries keeps me from

being able to ignore an important body of research on genres from within iiterary studies, 1am

primarily interested in the potenlial of ethnogmphic anaIysis because of its potential to show

how genre works7 and what it includes and excludes (Fabian 1998: 40; see also Kratz 1989).
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As Fabian bas shown, the process of differentiation of genres expresses concem with

classification and thus nonnativity. "Genre--much like value, norm, standard--embodies

cultural injunctions to know whal belongs and what doesn '1, what is proper and what isn~t,

what is weil crafted and what is bricolage." (ibid: 41; c.f. Bourdieu 1984). In Chapter Nine~ 1

will argue that generic distinctions become important as modes of expressing opposition to

faceless forms of hegemonic power Ccolonialism', 'the church', etc.), but they also give rise

to the elaboration of various sorts of power 'from within' (those based on differences of class,

gender, religion and age).

1assume (perhaps naively) lhat genres are identifiable as local categories and are salient

in local regimes of value ta the extent that they are repeated and named 1aise hold that popular

discourse about genres (in tbis case about styles of popular music) is crucial in terms of

defining and negotiating identity, not just cultural identity~ but aise that of gender, c1ass, and

the individual (a point which 1elaborate in ch. 9). The notion of genre should he distinguished

from tbat of 'style' , if for no other reason than the fact that the term 'genre' suggests tbat the

speaker bas some special technical or esoteric knowledge of the subject.8 In my discussion of

genres of popular music in Kinshasa, 1 will distinguish between three .types' of music which

act as genres (Le. are used as forms of sœial or esthetic distinction) but which themselves aise

contain sub-genres: 'moderne', 'folklore', and 'religieuse'.

Apart from the rare occurrence of American or French music popular music (Whitney

Houston, Celine Dion, Julio Iglesias, etc.), the vast majority of music that Congolese listen to

is created by local anîsts. As in any country, there are local afficionados of jazz, classical, and

country music., but it is extremely rare to hear this music in public. There are three basic types

of plpular music in Kinshasa: 'modem', 'traditional' and religious. Over the last 50 years,

the three have co-existed., with the 'modem' category taking up the most spaœ (both physically

and symbolically) in urban centers and especially in Kinshasa (Ndaywel 19(3). In fac~ this

S'Style" is a very complex term because il refers 10 6pe:rsooal style' as weil as to 'aeme'. Thmughout most of
Ille thesis 1use the tam 'style' to reCer to the acore of 6modan' CcqoIae music whicb is the ccattal Cocos or
aDaIysis. but al certain DlOIDCDts in my writing 1a1so calI op the former meaaing.
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music is sa taken for granted, that il was not at first obvious what term 1should use in referring

to the music.9 Sorne people referred to il as nonba, although this term seerned to cali up

images of Congolese popular music in its classical period (especially the 1960s), when the

majority of rumba rhythms were systematized and popularized. Others referred to 6ila musique

des jeunes", but such a descriptor was obviously oot general enough to refer al one lime 10

various genres of popular music 1had set out 10 investigate and which spanned severai

geoerations (ch. 9).

The most common response ta my question 66What do you cali this music?'" was ta refer

ta il as "la musique moderne" (or "la musique zaïroise moderne "), a label which implicitly

makes reference to non-~modem' music, or what in Kinshasa is most often calledfolklore (fr.,

li.). The third category, religious music, aJthough it has increasingly been taking more space in

the Kinshasa market, is Dot usually discussed in the same breath. Although like 6folklore' il

has borrowed from and influenced imodem' music, il is generally opposed to the latter, which

is associated by Many with moral abandon and youth sub-culture. Below 1will give a brief

overview of the stylistic contours of each musical style. For the sake of brevity, 1will present

these genre-based distinctions as ideal types. The overlap between styles in the form of

borrowing compositions and personnel will he discussed~ but 1am primarily concemed with

how popular discursive strategies distinguish the styles of music as social and not just musical

categories.

Despite the fact thal the majority of music heard and consumed in Kinshasa is

Congolese music, it was often brought la my attention that one of the rnusic's primary

strengths is its ability 10 draw from outside influences (Loooh 1969; Tchebwa 1996). 1often

found statements of this kind unsatisfying, firsl because ail musics have been influenced by

foreign musics, some more than others, but ail to sorne degree or another. Second, because

90utside of the Congo in many otbcr Frmch-speakîng parts of Arrica, this music is simply rd'ami to. la
mus;qru 1JIiroise, a slraDge label given tbat most oIher wood music styles carry gare-specifie (DOt natiooally­
based) names (zouk, r~8ga~. SOC", polJca. salsa, isialtlurtiya, etc.). Anocber exœplÎOIl is the globalizing calegory
of COIIIIIIa'ciai music (Top 40) ofteD reCerrai to as uAmcricao music". In White (199&). 1make _ impliàt
c:onnectiOnlœIDJBÎSOD between adtunl produdioo and national idcality in Coogo-Zaire aod iD the V.S.
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the act of claiming influences is most oCten a sort of social positioning in relation to 'tradition'

or 'modemity' (ch. 5,9). That said, Congolese popular music, whether or not il bas borrowed

directly from foreign musical styles, has certainly held cenain international figures in high

esteem in its musical imagination: Tino Rossi, Otis Redding, and James Brown. James

Brown especially marked bis era.10 In 1974, he arrived with the Foreman-Ali 'bout of the

century' promotional tour, and for Many people this was the first lime they saw the Godfather

of American soul music ("When We Were Kings"). But before the New Wave period, there

were a number of professionally trained European musicians who lOOk il upon themselves to

work with young Congolese (Fud Candrix on clarinet and Bill Alexander on guitar are the two

mœt often-cited examples). But sorne never set foot on Congolese soil. Such was the case of

Tina Rossi, the Corsian crooner whose music "tumed our generalion upside down" (Jean­

Serge Essous), and of course the coundess Afro-Cuban musicians whose recordings would

have such a huge impact on the sound and feel of Congolese popular music today.

La Musique Moderne

Au Congo comme dans 10US les pays du continent Africain. la musique se présenle sous deu.~ aspeds,
c'est-à-dire qu'elle revêt deux caractàes différents: la musique folklŒique. devallJe histoire et la
musique dite moderne, pace qu•adaptœ aux nouvelles conditions de la DOuvelle société (Lonoh 1969:
21).11

Since the bulk of this chapter (and a large part of this tbesis) is devoted to an analysis of

the esthetic and social chamcteristics of •modem' Congolese dance music, 1williimit my

discussion here to the basic traits or markers which delineate •modem' music as a discrete

musical category. As with all generie categories of music in this setting, the primary indicators

lÛMany early shoots and dEœ steps were inflUCllCCd by bis music, and the 19709 youth group Sosoliso
~alized in JaDeS Brown daocing aod aninuJtion styles.
1~ the Cœpl, like iD alllhc œuntties of the Mricao coatiDen~music prescIIlS itself in two forms, in otbc:r
words il'" IWO different dJaractas: tndiliœal music, now bistory. and music referrailO • modem. because il
is adapted to the new coadiboos «X a aew society."
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of genre tend to be the type of instruments used and the choice of language. 6 Modern' music

uses Western instruments such as guitars and jazz-style drum kits (bass drum, snare, tom,

cymbals, ete.) and as time goes on these instruments become increasingly mediated (elecnic

guitars, microphones with reverb, electronic keyboards, percussion instruments made of

insecticide spraycans, etc.). 4 Modern ' music from Kinshasa is almost exclusively in Lingala, a

local African language which results from the extension of milirary and political control since

before the colonial period (ch. 2), and stands for the elaboration of a cosmopolitan urban

identity (ch. 10). In the rare cases where Lingala is not used, il is usually substituted by

languages which are considered more cosmopolitan than itself (English, French, Spanish).

The stylistic aspects of the music are less tangible but no less important. The centrali ty

of the guitar to the music is perhaps the most obvious. Multiple guitar parts are carefully

waven together to crcate a unique tayered sound which bears Stnlctural resemblances to the use

of counterpoint in Western classical music. In much the same way as has becn discussed for

African percussion (see Chemoff 1979), guitars play off of each other, exploring various

combinations of harmonie and rhythmic depth. Guitars themselves (especially bass guitars,

but sometimes rhythm guitars) are compared to drums because of the percussive ways that they

are played. The second aspect of importance is the distinctive use of parallel vocal harmonies.

Singersy usually three-four in number, will sing harmonies that begin al fixed intervals (thinis,

fourths, fifths) up or down from the notes of the primary melody. This layering, together with

the already layered guitar gives a thick sound ID the music which is often described as "rich",

"velour", "full", etc. The more visible markers of the musical style, especially its penchant for

high fashion clothing, the importance of dances and shouts, and a distinct two-part song

structure, are aspects that 1will cover in greater detail below.12

121t is iolerestinl to note tbal fon:ign aœounts of Coogolese "modem' music emphasize the guitars and the
daoceability. while local descriptions of the music secmed to be focused on the imporIaoœ of words and
'message' (ch. 9). 8sewhere(1998) 1have desaïbedsouko"ss, the sub-geme of Coogolese music which is
inteoded for IIOD..cOOgoiese audieuœs abroad and thus rakes on the stabls of a global œltural commodity liIœ
many otber genres of 4wœld music' emanariog from Mrica (sec also Erlmaan 1996).
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Within the genre of 'modem' music, sorne individual composers are known as 'poets'

or 'moralizers' (see Jewsiewicki 9 s comparison of Franco and Cheri Samba 1991; 1995), but

these skil1s are considered to he expressions of individual talent and are not seen as distinct

musical styles. There are aIso different types of band structures (sole founder, cerfounder,

nostalgia or cover bands, etc.) but these categories do not make stylistic distinctions either. As

1will show below, generic distinctions by generation and by esthetic tendency or 'school' are

the most important categories of distinguishing different types of 'modem' music in a local

setting. In larer chapters (ch. 7, 8) 1will describe in greater detail the perfonnance of 'modem'

music, which because of its commercial suecess benefits from a wide variety of performative

conlexts. The process of 'splintering' (or separation, see ch. 8) and the prevalance of subtle

fonns of improvisation and audience panieipation at first seem specifie to 'modem' music, but

theyare equally present in other forms of popular music as weil. As 1will discuss below, the

phenomenon of animation and aILlioku (loosely defined as a kind of Congolese rapper) both

draw their inspiration from similar aspects whieh can be found in various forms ofjolklore.

u Folklore

According te most accounts, the most important thing about 'traditional' music is that it

accompanies important life-cycle events and ceremonies, usually referred to as circonstances

(fr.,Ii.) (Tchebwa 1996; Bemba 1985).13 In Kinsh~ 'traditional' music (lejolklore., fr.,li.)

is orten heard al the end-of-mouming CuneraI parties (matllIIga) whieh seem to he increasingly

commonplace in recent years, but it cao also he present al marriages or in urban forms of

traditional healing (Corin 1976).14 Since 'traditional' music usually accompanies

13Although the rare axount of 6traditiooal" music for plCMUl'e also exists (I..onoh 1969: 20)
1"1 wiU DOt disœss what inEuglisb is usuaUy refenal to as 'folklore music' (officiaUy spoosored ballets.
costumed paformaoces of 6traditiooal' music ad dance. etc.). This style of music œrtainIy wsrs, a1though it
WM mucll more commoo during the peak of Mobutu's autbeoticity camp8ÎgD wben it was promoICd thmup lhe
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circonstanees~ il is often performed in the home of the people who have hired the group. In the

houses of wealthy famiües the group will play in a well-Iandscaped garden or patio. In middle­

class or poorer families, the band is usually less well-known and probably organized from

individuals in the neighborhood. In this setting musicians play in the frant courtyard of the

house, sometimes acting as the primary attraction and sometimes providing background

entertainment Musicians cao go on playing for hours (and usually do), with those who attend

teUing stories about how the band "kept playing until dawn,•.

Where families cannot find a group of musicians who specialize in the music from their

home region or ethnie group, sometimes a pre-recorded cassette is usoo.15 Folklore groups use

'traditional' instruments which are sometimes adapted for use in an urban setting (strings made

from steelbelting in tires, metal containers inslead of gourds, electric amplification of sorne sort);

drums more often than Dot rernain unaltered. The sangs played by folklore groups are very often

the same versions of sangs that can be heard al similar events in rural areasll but lyrics are often

adapted to suit the occasion or to reflect daily situations associated with life in the city. Songs are

based on a particular theme and (a usually ethnically markcd) rhythm ll but do not contain the

same section breaks as in 'modem' sangs (such as verse, chorus, seben ,ete.). Voices cao be

sung in harmonYll but it is mueh more common for singers (and the audience) to sing in unison.

Sangs are lengthy (up to 45-50 minutes) and usually allow for a greal deal of audience

participltion (handclapping, cali and response, spraying money~ dancing, ete.). A typical

'tradilional' group will have from eight ID ten members, with anywhere from four of them

playing al any given lime. Groups are usually organized around one person ll either the most

senior or the most charismatic, but not necessarily the primary lead singer.

M.P.R. propaganda mcdumism known as "l'aoimaIion politique'. While tbis fonn of SIale·spoosored musical
perfOl"lJlJlKe is interesting &1 an abject of study in itself (dl. 10), it does not in my view qualify as "popular
music',
lSm 1995.Radio Mataoga. a "tradiaioaal' c.sette disbibutor soId music from 7-8 diffcrcnt ethnie groups in
Coogo.Brazzaville, each cassette for 3,000 CFA or the equivalent of about S6 U.S" about tMee the priee of
"modem' music cassettes. The QS8CUes wue made from live performances and dley did DOt indiade the oame of
the group or the song aides, oaIy the etbDie label (i.e., Lari, Mbodù, Kongo,T~ etc.). CœmJcrciaUy
recudtdfolkJor~ cassettes are also available. Thcse usually feawre a partïcul.. group. SODgs 'l'bich are
modemized somcwhat aod a souod wbidl is more polished.
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Ptayingfolklore as a form of public entertainment is a practice that was comman in the

early colonial period (Martin 1995), but seemed to fade away with the emergence of 'modem'

music beginning in the 1940s. In the 1970s, partly due to Mobutu's aulhenticité campaign,

folklore re-emerged as a fonn of popular entertainment. Beginning in the 1980s, a number of

folklore groups were able to find regular contracted employment entenaining customers in the

bars and bistros scattered throughout the city.16 It was from these 'urban traditional' groups

(such as Bana Odeon, Kintweni National., a series of groups from Kasaï, and Swede Swede,

the first group from Equateur) that the category of 'tradi-modeme' was bom (sec aJso ch.

10).17 'Tradi-modeme' is a highly commercialized style whose song structure and language

choice is often similar to 'modem' music but whose melody, thematic content and percussion

instruments arc usually borrowed fromjolklore (sec ch. 10). As is the case with 'modem

music', urban consumer tastes for folklore bas changed over the years. According to Manda

Tchebwa., the 19808 Swede Swede phenomenon, inspired by the music and rhythm of Mongo­

speaking areas of the Equateur region., was only the last in a long series popular folklore

groups.1B

161n 1995-1996 the most CODUDOO folklore to be beard was thal of Eastern Kasaï. which was played on a regular
basis (fom' - five nighLli per week) 88 live entertaioment in severa! open-air bars of Malange which were
frequented by people of Kasai origin. Music from Bas-Zaïre (Bayombe, Banraodu) rould also he beard. Music
of this sort, usually referred to as 'urban ttaditiooal' music, is usually modemized somewhat (instnllDents.
lyrical content, etc.) in arder to caler to a bar-going clientde.
17The tenus 'urban traditiœal' and 'tradi-modane' refer to (WO different types of musical groups. in the case of
the former. 'traditiooar music is perfonned wilb rdalivdy few modifieatioos, exœpt bt il occurs in an urban
setting. In the case of the laller the musical structure is modified coosidaably. Unlike uadi-modeme groups,
urban traditiooal groups bave never hem able 10 eojoy any degn:e of widespltal OOIIIIIJaciai SUŒCSS. The cam
folldore is used to refer 10 all types oCmusic which are visibly (or audibly) 'tradiliooal'.
l&rhe most Camous ttadî-1DOdeme group 10 emerge during tbis pcriod "'88 Swcdc Swc:de Bokdchu Premier. who
in the end of the 1980s eajoyed buge sucœss with thcir bit "SUDdIma" and WGe able to travd extcnsively and
record IWo albums abI'Oad. From the Swede Swcdc liner DOleS: O&•••But their style quickly evolved iulO a
distinetive1y urban, modem 90UIld that was the fust to ams etbDic bordcrs and • bBrriers 50 massivdy without
making any compromise widl the Iftvai1iog Rumœ aestbccics" (Oauic Swcde 2. 1991, CnDIDCd Disa,
Brussels). In the 1990s,. iDtaat in tradî-modeme lapCn:d off somewbat allhousb in 1995 the hugely successful
Nouvelle Image (with tbcir danœ 'abiBdankoy') mUai itself. trd-modcrne.
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lA Musique Religieuse

While listeners of Lmodern' music lookdown onfolklore as a less sophisticated, sub­

standard fonn of musical expression, listeners of religious music cast doubt on 'modem' music,

primarily because of wbat they perceive as its questionable moral stance. After 'mooem' music,

religious music is probably the Most visible and the most commercially available form of popular

music in Kinshasa In fac~ in rccent years, as the country bas gone deeper into disrepair,

religious music has taken on an increasingly important role, representing for Many Congolese an

alternative to the post-pillage crisis (Devisch 1996; Ndaywel 1993). Over the last live 10 ten

years, religious music has become increasingly common in a wide variety of perfonnative

contexts, not ooly in a strictly religious sening, but also in funeral parties (veillées funéraires),

mala1Iga, sporting events, holiday celebrations and other public secular events. Apart from its

spiritual and inspirational value, religious music is preferred by pror families because it is

inexpensive to acquire and reproduce. Il is also 80ugbt by those of an elevated class status who

wish to distance themselves from the stereotypes of witchcraft and backwardness which are often

associated with 'traditional' music.

Ndaywel (1993) bas divided contempomry religious music into three categories:

hymns or choral music (cantiques), prayer group music, and commercial religious music

(chansons religieuses nwndaines).19 The first category bas a history as long as the presence of

European missionaries in the region. This music remained primarily assirnilative in nature until

after independence in 1960, when reforms in the Catholic church and the increasing presence

of lœa1 charismatic churches 100 to a greater interest in music which stmyed from the European

ecclesiastical canon. Prayer group music is a1most a1ways performed al prayer group meetings

19variatioos 00 the C..rare auemble (or mini-m.ardJïDg band) caa atso he amsidaal a Conn of n:ligious-based
music. Allhougb Ibis genre is less commoo iD Kinsbua, C.rara .-c uscd in QDC local cbun:bes
(Kimbaoguiste, SaivaiiOll Army, ecc.) aad Cor various types of life-cyde c:eaemœics. On f_awe music
e1sewbere in Mrica. sec WaIenœD (1990). 1have also DOt dilK:US8Cd die: missioaary-spoosored dmân. cboin
for wbidl Pà'e V_den Boom "'. 50 weB kDowa in the 19708. The most f.aous of 1bcse groups, "Petits
Cbmaeun et Danseurs de Keagc", pic,..mœy YOODg musiciaos for a ancr iD musi(:. amoag thcm Rcddy
Amisi of Papa Wemba's Viva La ~lusiaL
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(an increasingly common phenomenon in Kinshasa), which can vary in size (usually between

five 10 twenty-five people) and usually occur in the houses of a particular prayer group

member, often the group leader. The music requires no special instruments or equipment,

apart from straw maracas filled with boUle caps or a hand-held open-face drum. Songs have

eatehy melodies and simple lyrics and are mostly sung in unison, with sorne more musically

inclined participants improvising simple harmonies and most members clapping along. Sangs

of this type are usually ioterspersed between readings of passages from the Bible and informai

sermons pronounced by the prayer group leader. Sorne songs come from local hymnals and

others are composed by prayer group mernbers and circulate from one group to another.

Certain churches or religious presses even publish proyer group song books which cao he

purchased by their members.

Commercial religious music is, in many Christians' view, the least religious of religious

musics, not ooly because it is highly integmted into local networks ofcommercial distribution,

but aIso because of its structural resemblances 'profane' music. This music is iotended for

Meditation as weil as dancing (Ndaywel 1993), a combination which is less problematic for

younger Christians, who make up the majority of its consumer audience. Commercialized

church music usually takes two fonns, 'modem' dance style and American evangelical.

Religious dance music borrows directly from the esthetic and song structure of 'modem'

Coogolese dance music, in sorne cases even integrating religiously based shouts and dances ioto

the recording and performance of the music.2D The lead singer-who is as often female as male-­

is highlighted, but choir-style (usually femaJe) response baclrup vocals are also important. The

preferred performance context is the relatively recent phenomenon of the veillée spirituelle

(spiritual late-night), an extended eveniog of prayers, witnessing and sennons which begios and

ends with commercial religious music. Events such as these cao easily last UDtil daylight, and

20Ma0y œthe SODgs in Ibis genre use extaldcd chomses, whae 'modem' compositioos v.-y between verses and
cboruscs. In most aaes thcy l'CIaiD the transitiœ ID the sebDa (discuucd laler in this dJapIer) aod the
d8actcristic anur:Jra suare drum rhythm as weil as thelay~ flowi.ng declric guitars. An anist from
Brazzaville in the ta'ly 19908 fcahlred one side of bis album as a ''NON STOP" daDce versioo or bis bit SODg
(Pbilippe Sita. Auimalioo: Zola Numbi-Zola Mpmgi). Despite the emphasis on 'modem' style dmeing.live
pafQ'IIUD:C is geaeraUy more subdued md cboœograpby las daborate.
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partially because of their association with the newly emerging charismatic churches, they often

involve acls of heightened spiritualism (trance, speaking in tongues, laying on bands, and so on,

see Devisch 19(6).

Styles resembling American evangelical music are a1so widely popular, and since theyare

genemlly not intended for dancing they are played heavily on local religious radio stations and on

private cassette decks and car stereos. Sangs in this sub-genre use American chard and Melodie

patterns but harmonies resemble local church chorales and lyrics are most often sung in

Lingala.21 Cassettes of bath genres (dance and evangelical) are among the easiest types of music

to find in Kinshasa. ~Modem' music is now only available at certain Iœy distribution points

throughout the city (Malange, Kitambo Magasin, the main market, ete.), but religious music is

available in stores and kiosques ail over Kinshasa (on the networks of production and

distribution in the local music industry, see Chapter Four). Religious music has even begun to

compete with 'modem' music for the position as preferred music among Congolese communities

living abroad (personal communication, John GrinJing). In Chapter Nine, 1will discuss how

Christians use musical genre as a form of social distinction, separating Christian music from

what they refer to as the 'music of this world'.

With this general overview of popular music genres completed~ 1will DOW fctum to my

primary subject of focus~ la musique moderne. 1have tried to show not ooly what characterizes

the various musical genres that are Iistened ta and imagined in Kinshasa, but also to what extent

generic categories are imperfect and lUleveo, and how people use these categories toop~

themselves to or place themselves in particular social formations. In the following sections [ will

try 10 address similar issues for ~modem' music. First 1will discuss how 'modern' music is

divided along generationallines. This means that each musical period is associated with a

different genre of music~ and Most people in Kinshasa use generational markers to identify

themselves with the music. Next 1 will look at the emergence of a two-school esthetic in

21During my stay in 1995-1996. tbere WeR dIRe privalcly-nm rdigious radio slaboos. The most we1l-known,
S.gu Maiamu (Good News radio). was owned aod operaIed by • America Protestant missiooary wbo was
also aD aœompIisbcd music:ian and studio enp.eer. Jim Savarsky. In the mid-l990s he \Vas n:spoosible for
produànl md promotiDg 90IIIC of Ibe rcligious music 9CC11C's most popuI..music:ians.
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'modem' music which, during a particular period, fonned the primary generic distinction in the

music and divided musicians up according to thcir respective pœitions in 'tradition' and

'modemity'. Finally 1will look at what as an outsider 1consider to he the most important

generic characteristic of contemporary Congolese dance music--l'animation--and will conclude

with a discussion of how this development reflects a more than fifty-year process of re­

indigenization of popuJar music forms.

Three Generations

The use of the French term 'génération' in 'modern' music does not correspond direcdy

with biological generations, but popuJar discourse (especiaJly musicians' discourse) relates the

various generations 10 each other through an idiom of seniority (Ii. 'bankolo' or ·bavieux' for

eiders and fr. ·petits' for juniors). The first gencration is usually associated with the

wandering guitar minstrels who entertained in papular neighborhoods throughout Leopoldville

in the 19408 and 1950s, and is generally believed to be a relatively homogeneous category of

musical production. 1t is not until the second genemtion of musicians that particular styles

begin to develop within the larger category of rumba, and by the third generation the music is

fully diversified and commercialized, especially in markets within Arrica In the discussion of

musical generations 1will he particularly interested in groups that eitheT characterize a particular

style or those that are considered to he hinge groups between differeot periods. In order to

understand the importance of these changes over lime, 1have decided 10 fœus my anaIysis on

larger trends instead of individual phenomena or personalities.22

22For more detailcd biopapbical informalioo on 1*fÏœt.' artis1S~ see ChapIer Six.
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Tango ya BaWend023

Emerging primarily from the urban eentees of the Belgian Congo during the interwar

period, Congolese rumba drew heavily from the various Afro-Cuban styles whieh were being

distributed through North America and Europe at that time, but also from West African highlife,

and from various forms of traditional music in and around the Pool region of Kinshasa (formerly

Leopoldville).24 In its earliest form, Congolese rumba was a non-commercialized guitar-based

music performed by itinerant solo musicians who wandered the newly-formed urban labor

settlements of the French and Belgian colonies.25 orten with nolbing more than a guitar, urban

griots such as Wendo Kolosoy, Adou Elenga, and Paul Kamba animated Leopoldville's popular

neighborhoods, playing music in the bars and bistros that came to stand for the city's chann and

particular ambiance. 26 Beginning in the early 19405, when eXJEtriate entrepreneurs opened the

first recording houses (ch. 3), il was lbis group of roving musicians who became the first to play

music on a professional basis, signing contracts as individuals (LeonBu~ Lucie Eyenga) or

sometimes as groups (Beguen Band, Le Trio Bow, San Salvador). Almost all of the music was

written and recorded by local musicians in Leopoldville. 78rpm records, intended primarily for

sale on the local marke~ were mass-produced to provide relatively inexpensive, high quality

23üterally, "vrI1e Time of the Wendos". iDspired by the mosl well-known musician from the period. Wendo
Kolosoy [figures 3.1 and 3.2]. Dis expression is also the tille of a film wbich traces Wendo's lire and times
(Popoviteh and Zinga 1993).
24lngrid Mooson bas raised the very important question of euctly wbat kind of music CODgolese look to be
rumba. Although 1 piao to do more dlorough resean:b œ the historical rdalioosbip bclWcen CoDgolese and
Cuban musical styles, my prelimioary rmdïogs on this subjed SUgaesl thal AfnK:uban n:cordîogs of various
types were œlativdy availab1e and extreme1y plpular by the lime abat Coogolese startal amposiog aod
performiDg noo-ttadiliooal music of mar own (sec M.tin 1995). More raeardl is required to ddamiDe wby
die label rumba in particu1ar became associated \Vith daese styles. but il does sean that Afro-Cuban music in
geoaaI coDstilUled for maoy COIIgolese an expn:ssioo of modcmity, a complement to tbeir urbao, cosmopolitan .
Iifestyle. Il is iDterestiDg to co....-e Ibis accoUDt with Wade (1998). who bas shawn mat in 19308 CoIombia.
l'IImba music was .soàatal wim a raàalized ethoic::ity of Afriam origiD, al dlad'ore œasiden:d by SOlDe to be
a tbrcat 10 the formalioo of a Daliooal idcDtity.
25Kazadi (1979) raises the quatiœ of wbetba' the sl)'le emcrged ooIy in the KùIs....-Bnrzzaville regiœ and
tbcn sprud to otha- urtNm a:D1aS. or if it emerged in a oumbcr of diffaatt plaœs al the smte lime. What is
certain is tbat Coogolcse music bas been. from ils ioccptiOll. an un- pbellOlDCDOD. Many musics of the
Mricaa diaspora (regpe. rap. blues) bave hep as urban folt forms and bave beaJme hugcly socassful as
COIDIIlCICÎalized gc:nres. A COIJIIBisoo of thac fOlDlS in the carly staaa may prave to be Înten:sting.
2600 nigbtlife, music. ad male-female relalioos in the aalion oC Coagdese urbaa culnue, sec Biaya (1994).
Sec also ChapIet Two cm tbe developmeat of. Afriam public spbcre tbrougb popuW corenaiDmcot
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fig. 3.1 Wendo Kolosoy, of Mobutu'.; llrdrl! du L~apard

fig.3.2 Wendo with the family of ms 'new wife' (Iaughing, right)
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recordings to large numbers of urban consumers. In 1950 three major studios were producing

and distributing records. By 1960, the number had increased to nearly 20 (RA 1992: 6). This

increase in productivity, together with the installation of powerful radio transmitters in

LeopoldviIle, permitted large numbers of people outside of the Pool region 10 listen to tbis new

sound which came to be known in Many parts of Africa as "Congo Jazz".27

The Big Rumba Peri0J2.8

Advances in teehnology were not the only reason that this mu.~ic had begun to he

popular in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa With the basic infrastructure of the industry in

place, a new generation of musicians was forming whose musical talent and star quality would

soon surpass that of its eiders, and before long begin to ·colonize' the rest of the continent

This was the golden age of rumba, the era of big-band style orchestras, led by the undisputed

patriarch of the genre, Grand Kallé (Joseph Kabasele), and bis group African Jazz. Under

Kalle's supervision, African Jazz would later provide Congolese music with some of its

biggest names, among them Tabu Ley (Seigneur Rochereau) and Nicolas Kasanda (Dr. Nieo).

None, however, could match the bigger-than-life quality of the '·Gnmd MaI"tre" ('Great

Master'), François Luambo Makiadi (Franco), co-founder and leader of the country's most

well-known band~ l'Orchestre O.K. Jazz [figure 3.3]. A certain rivalry developed between

O.K. Jazz and Africa JalZ and was accentuated by the emergence of two distinct styles, or

'schools' of music which corresponded roughly to their esthetic signatures: one was modemist

27Radio Brazzaville opens in 1943, by the Jale 19505 Coogolese guitar band music had become the aaze in
Laaos. "'AImost everybody 10vOO Coago music. And if you boughl a radio set dico you bougbt il baase you
w..ud to leau ta tuœ 10 Coap-Bnruavi1lc'· (WaIenDm 1990: 93).
280r the lbn:e periods 1bave oulÜned, Ibis second paiod is the ODIy one fOI' whidl1muid DOt idcnlify a
COIDIDOII1y usai local laID. Since most apl..nOll8 of dUs pcriod fœus on die daboration of classic rom"
and the cmergeoœor1..ordIesIra, 1bave deàded to use die laID ·Big Rumba', Olle wbicb also comspoads
with the sound of much of che music from this period.
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(Aftica Jazz), the other traditionalist (O.K. Jazz). Later in this chapter 1 will discuss how this

distinction became systematized.

La Nouvelle Vague

The strength of these two musical 'empires' would not he challenged until the early

19708, when a new generation of musicians began ta emerge with a markedly different style.29

Taking eues from African-American soul music and from the music of young Congolese

studying abroad in Belgium, this New Wave of music (la nouvelle vague) made a huge impact

on the local music industry in part because ilS sped-up tempo and innovative dancemanship

appealed widely to a growing number of urban youth (Nkashama 1979) [figure 3.4]. During

lhis period, especially after the fonnation of the youth super-group Zaiko Langa-Laoga in

1969, a number of imponant stylistic innovations were introduced into the music, among them

choreographed dancing and the distinct two-part song structure. Many of the groups tbat

followed (Bella Bella, Viva La Musica, Langa Langa Stars, Choc Stars, Empire Baku~

Quartier Latin, Wenge Musica) daim sorne ties ta Zaiko Langa Langa, and the dynamics

between these and other post-rumba bands will constitute the focos of my analysis.

The Belgian-based student orchestras of the late 19608 (Belguide, Los Nickelos, Yeye

National) were extremely intluential in the directions that 'modem' music would take in the

years to come. Because of their privileged status in Europe" they were exposed ta various

styles of European music (French, British, Belgian), but they were primarily influenced by

American music of the lime, especially African..American sou) music such as James Brow~

Aretha Franklin, Wilson Picke~ and Otis Redding. Probably the most remarkable aspect of

290uring Mobutu'! D81iooalizaliœ œmpaign (tlÜrianizDtion) in the e.ly 1970s.III8II8ICIDCIltof the l_ge
n:cordiDg s1Ddios and ra:onl-pn:ssiq factœics w. bandcd OVCI' 10 Zain:anDaliœals and in seme C2ICS Zain:an
JDusiaans (dl. 4). The .usts tbal badittal most frem tbcse pro......, WCIe thosc thal bad abady aIlied
themsclves with Franœ, Vcrdtys (OK. Jazz) md Tabu Ley (Mriam fiesta), who by this lime bad formed a
lOOldy orgNÛzed 6musiccartel' iD Kinsluu,lII8kiDI .ad lRakins areers..exatiDg coalrol over local
DdWorb ofprodudion" disbibutiœ (Icbcbwa 1996).
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fig. 3.4 Reddy Amisi, heir apparent of the nouvelle vague
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their life as musicians was the fact that they rarely had a clear figurehead or musical patriarch in

the organization of their groups; in most cases they were groups of young student musicians

that were organized around the idea of 'co-founders' ('système co-fondateur'). This

organizational innovation would set the tone for many young groups of the Zairean New

Wave. Their music circuIated freely among members of the Congolese community in Brussels

and between Brussels and Kinshasa, and when they returned to Kinshasa during school

vacations~ their presence caused a great deal of commotion~especially among the hundreds of

young people in the capital who had become their devoted fans.

Not until weil ioto this third generation of musicians, however, did the music take on

its most commercial form~ Congo.2airean dance music made forexport, or soukouss. 30

Congolese musicians on tour found that listeners and concertgoers outside of their country

often showed a preference for fast-paced dance music. Thus the now well-established two-part

song strueture~ with a slow lyrical introduction followed by a fast-paced dance section, evolved

into a song format which focused primarily on the dance section (seben). This format, once

elaborated and perfecled for non-Congolese audiences, eventually became known as soukouss,

from the French verb secouer or 'to shake'.31 In the mid-l980s (a time of increasing

disillusion with the Mobutu regime), a number of soukouss musicians were able to establish

themselves in Europe, using Paris and Brussels as bases from which they could record and

tour on a regular basis. Groups such as Soukouss Stars, Kanda Bongo Man and Loketo made

theiT living by playing not only for Europeans (especially those who had ttavelled or worked in

30ft is important to elDphMize that Congolese music wu Cully COIDIDel'CÎalized within Mrica bcfoœ the
devdopneot of so..kou,u, but as 1 will discuss below, SOUIcoIfSS exteoded the procas ("Â aJIDIIlCR:ializalioo even
funher by allering certain stylistic aspects of the music (sncb as song sb'Uet1D'e and rhythm) in arder ta market
the music 10 DClII-COOgolcse audimees abroad. For amore detai1ed disœssioo of the SOUkolfSS pbeoomenoo as a
fonnol g1oba1ilJcd. commodificd 'wœld music'. sec "1Iite (19988).
31The tam originally cames from a dance of the same oame wbicll becmc popuI. iD Brazmvüle in the lale
19709. Foreign audiences. upoo bcaring the D8IDe of the daoœ sboutal 011 the miaopbonc, coofuscd the dmœ
wilb the music:al style and tbat is how SOIl/wll.sS came ID be named (I..oWsa ya Mboogo. persooaI interview,
Jan. 17. 1998).
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Africa and had acquired a taste for the sound of la musique Zarroise), but also for a rapidly

growing African immigrant community.32

Two 'Schools'

1t was during the second generation of Congolesc popular music that the music industry

witnessed a considerable expansion in the local demand for music. It is also during this period

that popular discourse about the music began to reveal a process of differentiation, a process

which was fuelled by the ongoing competition betwecn the two giaJllS of classica1 rumba,

Joseph Kabasele (Grand Kallé) and Luambo Makiadi (Franco). This evolution was marked by

the differences in their style of music: one was considered 'sophistieated' (Kallé), lhe other

·from the gut' (Franco); one refined, one sauvage; one sof~ one noisy; one clean, one dirty;

one romantic, one erotic; one for listening, one for dancing; one melody, one rhythm, one

modemis~ one traditionalist; one fiesta, one ondemba. 33 But it was also marked in their

personal style. Kallé was clean-cul, sharply-dressed and was known ta speak French almœt

impeccably. Franco, on the other hand, had a reputatiOll for being misbehaved, poorly

educated, and closer to bis fOOts in the village (Ewens 1994). Popular stories about Kallé

usually talk about how strict he was with bis musicians, and about the fact that he leamed ta

sing in the church. Franco, il is often said, was from a poor family, and grew up on the lap of

3210 Ibis chapter 1win DOt address the complex debate about the praeoœ or abscuce of a fourth geaeralioo of
musicians. As 1discoss in ehapler 9, Ibis debaIe usually rates the fOlDl of geucratioo-besed social poshlring in
arder to mate a case for or against aqualitalive break in the musical style. Other aa:ounts (sec Tcbebwa 1996)
insert an addiliooal geoeralion al the end of the second geueration (musicians such as Ntesa Dalieost, Sam
Mangwana, and Dino Vaop) but mast popuIar discourse aboot the generaJioos p1-=es these musicians deanly
wilhio the secood generaliOD. It is aise inlaeSting 10 note that instead of using the term •generation'•Tchebwa
describes thcse dlanges in tenDS of 'waves' , a strategie move wmch, as he explaincd to me, kept him from
gettiug caugbt op in the debate about •gcnaalioDS'.
33nlese are the oames of the IWo c:oaesponding styles. The labelfinta was a popuIar stylisb word al the lime
and woold bccœle pamaneody associatcd with the music of KaUé and African Jazz after bis protégés Dr. Nico
and Tabu Ley Rochereau separated from bim ta stan African Fiesla in the mid-l960s. As 1 will .-gue in
Cbapter Niue, the gcneric distinction betwecn onJsnba aud fiesta am he seen as a subde form of social
positioDÎDg.
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his molber, who was forced to sell donuts in the Dail rnarketjust to make ends meel Franco

learned music by sneaking a guitar from the bouse of its absent owner.

Although 1had been hearing people (even young people) talk about the distinction

betweenfiesla and ondemba, even after several months 1found it nearly impossible ta

distinguish between the two 'schools' or 'tendencies' as theyare sometimes called. It was not

until 1had been told ta listen to the lead guitar, especially during the guitar solo, that 1

recognized the guitar as the place where the two styles are orten housed (audio cue 1]. The

African Jazz (fiesta) guitar of Dr. Nico is light, upbeat, measured and refined. The melody

Hnes he plays are sweet, they rarely repeat and they always resolve. "It makes you want to

hold YOUf partner tight" people often say. The O.K. Jazz (ontiemba) guitar of Franco is

heavier in nature. His touch is more aggressive, more repetitive, seems improvised and

generally raw. ··It makes you want to move your groin" people onen say.34 The association

between ondemba and dancing is often expressed in lerms of a physical release inta the rhythm:

Franco was the one who started playing the seben. He wanled 10 play extended solos ail the lime.
When we lislened 10 bis seben all we wanted ta do was dance (Achille Ngoy. Wed. June 28. 1995).

Enter i~ the gates are open. the moment bas come. Ifs warm doughnulS all-over. the pulse begins.
Hold notbing back.. give il your ail. It's meant for tba~ it's meant for tbat. Roll over and roll again,
obndemba allasl is here (John Grioling, e-mail commUDicalioo, July 25. 1997).

According to most of the people 1spoke with about the two 'schools', the majority of

today's musicians are from lhefiesta scbool: Koffi OIomide, Papa Wemba, Tabu Ley, General

Defao, Wenge Musica, Reddy Amisi, Kester Emeneya. The only musicians still remaining

wholly in the ondemba scbool are the former musicians of O.K. Jazz, a group which since the

death of its leader Franco in 1989, bas been considered wan endangered species". Tbejiesta

school bas the ability to "regenerate itselr', 1was lold, as evidenced by the large nomber of young

musicians that want to continue in the fiesta tradition. Despite the faet tbat very few people will

34According 10 one ÏDf01'llBlI. Dr. Nico played bis gui. with a rep1ar tuDing. but Franco often usai aD

adaptai tuDiDg wbicb is kDowa &1 °mi-œmposé', in whidl die fust suing 0Il1he pitar is dIectively doublai by
rehllling tbe founh striDg.
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openly admit to preferring ondemba, almast everyone cherisbes ondemba for its ability te malee

people dance, and because it represents deeply rooted musical traditions in the region.

A siIDilar ambiguity surfaced in a story told 10 me by Bholen, ODe of the guitarists and

founding members of the group Negro Succès. By the end of the 1950s, Franco's name was

secured as the leader of O.K. Jazz. But he was also well-known as a showman and a lead

guitarist (see Ewens 1994; Revue Noire 19(6). After having beenjailed for driving without a

license, he iostructed one of bis bandmembers ta cali on Bhalen as a replacement, who at that

time was playing guitar in the O.K. Jazz recruitment group Vedette Jazz.35 Upon returning

from jail, Franco was impressed enough with Bholen that he aslœd him to remain with the

group. Franco's idea was to have two different lead guitars playing different solo styles at

different points in the song. This plan was never fulfilled, but Bholen took the idea with him

and sorne years later when he approached Franco for assistance in forming bis own group, he

saw bis chance ta make il happen:

When 1came back there was seme equipment [musical instrumenl8] duit Franco bad available. 1
always bad lhe desire to start up my group again. 1 went 10 Franco and said 1was iDtcrested in the
equipment. Franco said 'Ukay. but under one amditioo. you bave 10 lake in my littJe brofher. He·s a
good guitarist. he'a been training wim Papa Noel, but Nocl Bever lets bim. ~~. He is a musician after
all, he should he able toplay." [accepted. Ton petit c'est mDn perit, 1said.3 1 was barn in 1936,
Bavoo [Franco's brother) 1942 or 1943; c'dait monpetir.37 1 look him in and started showing mm
wbat 10 do. 1 told bim Dot ta play Iike bis brother, but le deveJop bis own style. And tbis was whall
always wantal to do. 1wanted ta do something new. ln music thcre is DO age. even the young
musicians am show sometbing to the ddcrs, because in music you bave to do new thïngs to keep the
SllCcès, if youjust imitate you won'l bave succès.

Sa we waotcd to do somelbing DeW. 1waoted to bring together Afric:ao Jazz and O.K. Jazz. a fusion of
the MO styles. You bave to under51aDd that KalIc!'s music was based on romantic love. It was
extremely romanlie. OK Jazz was coosidered for people of the Iowa' dœses, but Africao Jazz Wa1 for
the evoiuis. it wa kind of academic, for the intcllectuals. OK. Jau was a bit ... savage [he besitated
~ ifhe dido'. want to use that word], il wa barbarie. Il was ail in the guiaar: Franco'! guitarwas
barbarie and Nico's was seotimcotal. 1remcmber a contat bctweeD OK. Jazz and African Jazz al the
Place des Anaens Combattais. They weat to sec who wa the best, and die jury gave the prize to
KaIlc!. and 1 was very happy. 1 was puUiag for tbem. But 1a1ways W8Illcd la do somethiDg oew
(Vieux Bholeo. lburs., Mar 9, 19(6).

35rbe pradiœ ofkcepiDg .. 'ordlestre amareur' or training group, was ammon during this pcriod mil still
continues loday, althoup more reauibDClll seems to bappmiDformally througb frieDds or during open-mite
auditions iD aftemooo pracliœs (dL 6).
36cyour~gé is my procqé••,literally uYour smali ODe is my small one'·.

37Here "petit' Mers simply to someone that is youager in age.
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"Doing something new" is a phrase which summarizes nicely the modernist impulse

which 1will argue (iD ch. 10) characterizes Congolese popular music~ and to sorne extent a

wider Kinshasa (if not Congolese) esthetic or 'way of being~ in the world (Part 111).

Innovation is valued as a way of staying on top of the music scene ("lœeping the success'), but

also for what it represents as a gesture of being 'modem'. "Doing something new", however,

does not necessarily role out the possibility of "doing something old", as in the case of BOOlen,

who was the favored rookie of the O.K. Jazz training band, but who secretly rooted for the

rival. According 10 Nyoka Longo, Zaiko Langa Langa came along with a similar project of

fusing the two schools~ apparently finishing off what Negro Succès had failed to do (partially

because of Bavon~s untimely death in a car accident). The stylistic distinction between the two

schools is still recognized~ however, but it has been rendered somewhat more complex by

intermingling and borrowing between the two schools. John Grinling, a Congolese music

collector and connaisseur, has vehemendy defended the position that Zairean music is in fact

one big school, and that the idea of separate schools is nothing more than urban folklore:

The nexl slep of your training should he 'forward lo the mots'. and that is plain Fiesla. The tree of
Coogolese music.like the myslic tree. grows with its mots in the sky. and the branches lowards the
ground: African tradilional vülage ngwomo singing, Spanish pao-dobIe. Jamaiam calypso. West
Mrica'S sleel band and PoIish Polka are the roots. op there in heaven. and feed the heavy broad bUDk
that grows brandies iD several diredioos. Oodemba OB the lef~ for the goals, and Fiesta on the right.
for the lambs, and Ihen laiko and VLM [Viva La Musical for the young (John GrinIing, personal
correspondeoce. Jan. 8. 1997).



140

Congo-Zaire's Invisible Innovation

~'1be fllst shoot was 'good gold. 1 get soul!' (sic) This shout gave us a feeling of decision and
competition. Il was like a stimulaot!"38

It is often difficult 10 determine the individual aspects or features which constitute a

particular style of music. From the musicologist's point of view, it may be the unique layering

of guitars or the rich vocal harmonic patterns that characterize ·modem' Congolese music.

Historically speaking, it may he argued that the music's ongins in and links with Afro-Cuban

musical styles is the most salient characteristic. A more sociological or literary perspective

might look 10 the thematic content of iyrics. Given the overall argument of my thesis,

however, 1 have chosen to focus my attention on an aspect of the music which is both more

obvious and less remarked upon than any of lhose mentioned above: L'animation. The term

itself refers to three different aspects of the music: 1) the fast-paced dance sequence of each

song, 2) the action of encouraging people to dance and have a good time and 3) and the

emotional state that results from this action, a kind of Iiveliness or excitement which is often

described as 6joy' or 6ecStasy'. As 1 will show below, understanding the performative and

social aspects of l'animation is crucial 10 understanding Congolese popular dance music, but il

also provides valuable information about the evolution of the music over time and reflects

musical and discursive practices which are concemed with the predicament of 6modemity' in a

Congolese setting.

38Aœording to Mbu1a Ma"bakado9 the Zaiko Laoga....ga siDger/dalxcr who .as most wdl-known for
imilating the daaœ sceps ofJ..cs Brown. (Super Sbn, p. 7 9 c. 1988)
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L JAnimation

In order 10 grasp the meaning of l'aninration in context, it is neœssary ta first

understand the structure of a typical Congolese song. Song structure obviously varies

somewhat From artist to artist and From song to song, but commercial dance music produced in

Kinshasa bas followed identifiable patterns which have also varied over time. The majority of

commercial dance music before lCf70 resembled the standard Euro-American popular song

format

verse
chorus
verse
chorus
solo (with seben )

chorus
chorus

Verses and choruses would altemate and during solo sections the iDrensity of the improvising

instruments (especially the guitar) would lead to a heightened awareness among the people in

the audience (see Keil and Feld's discussion of ·groove'). In early Congolese music this solo

section, usually referred to as seben (from the English word "seven", see below) would be

extended and elaborated in order to encourage people in the audience to dance. In the early

1CJ70s the musicians of Zaiko Langa Langa, sensing that their audience had a preference for

dancing, began to experiment with a new song structure. This structure, instead of alternating

between verses., choruses and seben, eventually placed the three in consecutive order and

lengthened the seben considerably, resulting in a song fonnat that looks like this:

verse
verse
chorus
chorus

(tnmsition)
seben
seben



142

Arler a brier introduction, several verses are sung (usually by the lead singer) and it is

here that the theme of the song (bath musical and lyrical) is first stated. This section of the

song, as it is focused on the words and melody, usually sounds soft or slow (people often use

the word sentimentale). At the end of each verse there is a smalt vocal break and the guitar fills

in with improvised rirfs (solfège) UDtil the beginning of the next verse cycles around. After

severaJ verses (anywhere frorn two - five), the front line of singees joins together to sing the

chorus, which is often more upbeat and lively than the verse. Near the end of a series of

choruses, the snare drum and the lead guitar signal a transition that announces the change to the

seben or animation (the fast-paced dance sequence), which will he filled with shouts (sorne

with words spoken and sorne sung) and choreographed dancing and which will continue until

the end of the song.39

The change pioneered by Zaiko Langa Langa and later pcrfected by Zaiko and other

groups of the third generation was profound, not only because the seben was considerably

longer than il had been in the past, but also because its new position al the end of the song led

to a clearer separation between words and dance. Il was on this basis that aimost ail music

produced after 1975--not ooly by Zaiko--would adapt the new two-pu1 song structure, a slow

Iyrical section filled with words (verse and chorus) and a fast-paced danee sequence (seben)

fiIlcd with choreographed dance moves and "cris d'extase" ('shoots of joy').40

The term seben , aceording to veteran guitarist Lokassa ya Mbongo, is a ward that was

adapted from the English word "seven". Early Congolese musicians picked up the term by

abserving the palmwine guitar style of the West Africans who had migrated 10 Leopoldville for

work (ch. 2), and whose music was interspersed with seventh chonls, which are said ID have a

391>re.œcŒded songs last ..ywhae from thn:e-cight minutes. üve Dlgs usuaIly atend the dance scquenœ and
can last anywhere from 8-45 minutes.
40rhcre ;ft obviously eumples of IODgs from Ibis period that do DOl follow the lWo-part f01'JD8l, espeàally
baIIads (like some of the caly music by Koffi OIomidc). music of aider gmcnIioas that sees itself &'1

'proteding the rumba' (C.I. B-.a OK.). and some 'aossovcr' projeds (for examplc LoIwa Kmza aad the album
'12nocioo" by Papa Wemba).
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sense of suspense which makes people want to dance. Other descriptive tems are used to

designate this section of the song (chauffée, saccadée, fanimfJlion, partie dansante, mnbiance),

but of these, seben seems to he the oldest and the most commODo It is aJso the only 000­

French term, and the term most used by musicians. Franco is often given credit for inventing

the Congolese seben , but given that occurrences of the lerm appear before Franco began

playing professionally in 1956, il was most likely a musical aspect which drew from various

sources (Afro-Cuban, local African, West African, ete.). What does seem true is that Franco

was responsible for perfecting and populari7ing a seben which was primarily guitar-based and

which associated popular music with release through dance (défoulement) .

There are severa! musical aspects which are brought together to make a good seben.

Primary among these is the rhythm. Although the words sections of sangs can (and often do)

display a wide variety of rhythms and tempos, the rhythm used for seben is remarkably

standard across groups and over lime. Cavacha, the Dame of the rhythm, is an onomalopoeic

term whose origin is explained with !Wo conflicting stories. The first is told by the lead

members of the band that is given credit for introducing the rhythm, Zaiko Langa Langa. They

contend that while on tour to Pointe Noire from Brazzaville, they travelled via train overnight

and after Many hours of hearing the churning, rhythmic sound of the run-down railroad engine

(ca va c~ ca va cha, ca va clul) they had the idea to create this rhythm. The next morning they

woke up and decided that this would be their new musical signature.41 The other version of

the story cames from zaiko Langa Langa's drummer, Meridjo, who is most often credited with

popularizing the cavocha rhythm. According to Meridjo, he not ooly popularized the rhythm,

but he also discovered it He explaioed 10 me that he fmt heard the rhythm while he was

sitting having a beer and listening te one of Kinshasa's many urbut traditional musical

ensembles: "ft was the rhythm being p1ayed on the big drum ('mbonda marna'), butjust with

41For carly RCOl"ded examples oC Ibis rbythm,li.stal ta Ille 1973 Zaiko Langa Laup recordiags ''FJuzam''.
'"Beya Mbeya", aod "Amoon:ux Deçu".
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one stick. 1memorized il, look it home and adapted it to the music we were playing in Zaiko

and thal's how it was barn" (Meridjo, May 14, 1996).

Regardless of the rhythm's exact origin, cameha is the undisputed l.mother' rhythm of

contemporary Congolese dance music, and Meridjo is the undisputed doyen of cavacha. 42 The

primary phrase of the rhythm is played on the snare drum. The bass drum plays on every beat,

giving a solid, driving feel 10 the rhythm. Except for fills or scattered crashes and bits,

cavocha ooly makes use of the suare and bass drum. There are obviously Many variations on

lhis rhythm [audio eue 2.1, 2.2, 2.3]. What is remarkable about these variations is not their

number or frequency, but the way in which they implicity refer œck ta the original cavacha

therne (ch. 10). The ooly songs that escape this rhythm are those tbat do not play any seben al

ail. This is the extent to which camelia is inseparable from contemporary dance music in

Kinshasa. Some groups have signature variations on the cavacha rhythm, but there is more

variation between songs than between groups. Individual or group style is more clearly

identifiable through the other key elements of seben., namely the electric guitar and the use of

shouts or animation.

The distinctive Congolese style of guitar is clearly a defining characteristic of

Congolese popular music. Most accounts of the musical style attest to the importance of the

guitar's role in creating a sound which is bath warm and rich. Bands in Kinshasa perform

with three guitars (bass., rhythm, and lead), but as in many popular styles., the lead guitar is the

mœt prominent.43 The lead guitar canies the melody in the absence of vocals, and during the

seben it occupies the highest registers of the three guitars. Short., melodie phrases are lied

together in flowing., rhythmic cornbinations which altemate al key points in the seben (ch. 7) in

arder to maintain or increase intensity for an audience White lead guitarists invariable enjoy

more attention from fans (Papa Noel., Dr. Nico, Franco., Manwalru., Rigo Star, Roxy

420ae former Zaiko musiciall cbaradaizcd Maidjo's style in thïs way: "Olbel' musicians they am play
Amaican pop music and ail tbat. but Maidjo wben he sr..ts his ulMn with his bass drum md bis snare, il's aU
over. you can go ail the 'l'ay to Maluku (a far a'l'ay suburb of KiDsbasaf'
43Some groups use a fourth guitar. caUed mi-solo. which plays in the mid-regîster betweeo tbytbm and lead.
but cao also double die Iines ofeilher.
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Tshimpaka, Alain Makaba)~ most musicians will admit that the foundation of Congolese dance

rhythms lies in the guitars of the rhythm section. The bass guitar plays heavily on the octave

and fifth of the tonic and is often compared to a conga drum (mbonda) because of the

percussive way in which certain notes are struck [audio cue 3]. The rhythm guitar is the most

constant of the three guitars, and although the chard structure of sangs is relatively simple

(usually I..IV-V or I-IV-I-V), chard positioning and rhythmic complexity make this instrument

the most difficult to master (ch. 6). The simultaneity of three or more guitars with distinct but

highly camplementary partitions gives Congolese dance music a distinct layered sound which

is simultaneously mw and mediated.

Atalaku, Animateur

The shouts that are heard in almost ail of the 'youah' music produced throughoul the 1980s and to the
present day ... are indispensable. if not UQavoidable~ in loday's music. hyslerical shoots without which
there would be no U'Ue ambÙl1ll:e in a song, on the dancetloor.. .in our hearts. (Tchebwa 1996: 208).

The term araIoJal is said to come From a Kikongo expression meaning "look here, look at

me" and first appears in common parlance in KiDshasa in the early 1980s. The term itself is Dot

ooly associated with a particular dance step from that period~ but it bas also come ta be the

primary lerm used to refer to the 6 rapper..like' musician who sings and shout during the seben.44

The seben's particular mood of controlled frenzy is maintained--sometimes for as long as 30

minutes~--in great part by the ataiaku, who is passed the microphone when the singers switeh

from singing ta dancing in live performance. The ata/nku (animateur) creates an atmosphere of

excitement (ambiance) for the audience by improvising a careful combination of ·shouts',

melodies, and various other vocal gymnastics which are intended to drive people in the audience

and on stage to dance and enjoy the music. In other words, the ata/nku does animation to create

44rbe Fre:odl term animateur is also COIIIIIlooly used. espccially Slong musiciaos. 1will use bod1 tams.
depcnding on the partiaal. paspa:tive 1waal to empbasize.
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an atmosphere of ambience. The emergence of the musical position of ata/nku is intimately lied

to the presence of urban traditional styles of music in Kinshasa. In the late 1970s~ wben sorne of

these groups began ta perfonn in the bars and concert venues associated with 'modem' dance

music, they immediately attnlcted the attention of a wider urban audience.

Although shouts have always been a part of popular music in the Congo region, it was

not uotil the mid-l980s that they became used in any systematic way. Most shouts are sung

in coded or mystified language (Biaya n.d.)~ either using obscure expressions from one of the

many Kikongo languages in the region or drawing from creative fonns of urban slang (on the

Kinshasa youth slang "Hindubill'\ see Tchebwa 1996).45 Thus it is not uncommon~ even

with very popular shouts~ for people to create their own meanings based on the litde they are

able to understand. At any given moment there is a pool of favorite shouts which cireulale

and From which almost ail bands will draw ta complete their own repertoire of shouts. Since

the carly 1980s, shouts have gone From being shouted [audio eue 4.1] ta being shouled and

sung [audio eue 4.2], to being completely sung [audio cue 4.3], finally culminating in the

recent practice of sorne lead singers (Koffi Olomide, General Defao, J.P. Busé) who croon

shouts with 4'care" (alaJaJeu ya soin) or ··charm" (atalaku ya channel.

Today very few bands in Kinshasa perform without one or more ata/nku. Given the

music's emphasis on a lively stage show, the atIJlaku bas become an indispensible part of the

modern dance band phenomenon, since he is an instrumentalist., a vocalist~ and a dancer. The

ata/oku is interesting not only for bis shouts and stage antics which make him a sort of live-lime

trickster (White 1998b)., but also because the maleria! he uses very oCten cornes from traditional

or urban..traditional music forms (folklore). Unfortunately the atalaku's association with

tJaditionai music is somewhat of a stigma, and this Iimits bis position within the band hierarchy

as weil as within society. Following the first aID/akus, Nono and Bébé Atalairu (Zaiko Langa

Langa), onlya handful of musiCÎans bave been able to make a name for themselves in this

45shouts am also he takeo from proverbs. For aD overview of provabs in Mrican oral Üta'al1ft and
peformanœ, sce Fabian (1990).
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musical role: Djuna Mumbafu (Empire Bakuba), Ditutala (Choc Stars), Beevans (Quartier

Latin), Robert Ekokota and Tutu Kaludji (Wenge Musica BCBG).

The phenomenon of ataInku was eertainly influeneed by Mobutu's elaborate

propaganda machine which used 'traditional' music and dance from the various regions of

zaire to sing the praises of the president and bis one-party state. In this context, the animateur

'8 role must he seen as fundamentally politicaJ (Kapalanga 1989). Other accounts have

discussed the way that the ataInku is implicated in the violence of youth culture (Biaya 1997b)

and patron-client relations (White 1W7). If the atofo/al is ofteo compared to the African­

American 'm.c.', or rapper, it is probably because he shouts in a highly percussive manner and

combines words and song in an impressive, often improvised" display of verbal know-how.46

Although the atalaku's art differs significantly from that of the M.C., il shows important

commonalities with rap and other musies of the African diaspora and suggests that the

resiliance of African contemporary music is in part due 10 its ability to creatively draw from

"the past" (Gates 1988). Below 1 will the explain how the ataJaku emerged from the lively

'urban traditional' music groups which dolted Kinshasa in the 1970s and 1980s.

Kitarnbo is an urban zone (collective of neighborhoods) located œ the southwest end

of Kinshasa which is generally known ta he the area of earliest settlement in Kinshasa (ch. 2)

and still carries with il the image of the "village within the city." Il is thus no coincidence that

Kitambo bas produced a disproportionate number of folklore and tradi-moderne ensembles,

most notably the Swede Swede family of youth music groups which lOOk Kinshasa by storm

for the first lime in the lale 198O§ (Tchebwa 19(6). But before Swede Swede's COlltagiOUS

sundmna dance, there was an earlier genemtion of musicians who piooeered the tirst rea1

crossovers between 'traditional' music and 'modem'. The mast well-known group of this

generation, and probably the mast proIific, wu Bana Odeon. Under the supervision of

Kumaye, a Kitambo-based businessman and local community figure, Bana Odeon was one of

the first neigbborhoodfolklore groups 10 manage an administrative office and personnel for i~

46Many attJlakMlqin their DlUSiœ caRa' by animariug in local or neiJhborbood bars.
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cultural activities. Taking inspimtion from the eider (predominantly Baumbu) musicians of

Kitambo, Kwnaye and bis assistants brought together a large number of unemployed local

youth and began to tmin them traditional dancing (ballet) and music. In 1978 the music section

of Bana Odeon began te play in local bars, attracting the attention of 'modem' music fans with

folklore-inspired dance steps and shouts. In 1980 they were named the best new group of the

year (revelation de l'année) and in the same year were awarded the year's best dance for zekete.

According la Bébé, at one lime a Bana Odeon singer/percussionist, the band was sa

popuJar tbat even the musicians of Zaiko Langa Langa (al that time the top youth group in

Kinshasa) attended Bana Odeon shows on a reguJar basis. It was perhaps this exposure te

Bana Odeon's particular bmnd of modemizedjolklore that 100 Sonnerie (one of Zaiko's early

frontJine singers) ta approach Bébé with a proposition in 1982:

The day tbat Soonerie came 10 my bouse:' remembers Bébé, "he said to me 'Bébé, you have 10 come
play witb Zaiko. Dress oiœ and bring that maracas of yours.· 1remember tbat day. They came to get
Nono too, we started just playing maracas. We had our own microphones and 1 was so proud to play
with s\Kb a big group. Il was the biggest day of my life (Feb. 3. 1996).

Bébé and his Bana Odeon colJeague Nono (also Manjeku) saon became permanent members of

Zaiko Langa Langa and their folklore ..inspired rhythmic shouts and corresponding dances

became zaiko trademarks. The fi l'St shoot they popularized would he the same shout from

which they eventually drew the name for this newly-ereated musical position:

Aralaku! Talar
Atalaku mama! Zekete!
Zcbola ka zeboIa, na
ZeboIadanœ!

Look at me! Look!
Look al me, mama! Zekcte
Zebola, JUIl Zebola and
the ZeboIa daoœ!

(BaJé and Nono AtaI~ Zaiko Laup Lanp, 1982)47

47This tnlllSlalion is very rough approximation. As 1bave discusscd dsewheœ (White 1998b), the exact
meaoing of shouts suda. Ibis oue is oftell iDteDlioaally vape and mysterious.
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Reaction to Zaiko's innovation was mixed at first. There were those musicians and

fans, more purist in nature, who believed that the introduction of folklore was a compromise to

the rich tradition of modem rumba for which Kinshasa had become known. They viewed

folklore as music that was appropriate in a ceremonial or rural setting, but IlOt worthy of

sharing the stage with ~modem' music. Sorne fans even argued that Zaiko had set itself up for

becoming the laughing stock of the capital. Others, however, especially younger zaiko fans,

saw the arrivai of the ara/alcu as in a more positive light "Zaiko had been playing pretty much

the same music for 10 years. We brought a breath of fresh air to the music. At first they said

ail we did was scream and shout, but now they respect us. We were proof that the older

generation was dead and buried" (Bébé, Feb. 3, 1996). 80th Bébé and Nono would go on lo

have successful careers with Zaiko, although Bébé's decision ta leave the original Zaiko as a

member of the now-defunct Zaiko Familia Dei would prave te he a bad one in the long·run.

Dances and Shouts

When all these elements come together (the proper rhythm, guitars and animation), and

when the mood is right (i.e. the audience is large and there is no min), there is only one thing

rnissing in order for true ambiance to occor, choreographed live dancing. Dancing has a1ways

been an iotegral part of the performance and experience of music in Kinshasa. [n the early

rumba years, however. partnered dancing was the norme Separated or solo dancing did not

begin to occur until the late 19605 or early 19708 when African-American soul music

(especially James Brown) began to influence the youth music of the Zairean New Wave. The

idea of choreogmphed dancing became common especially after the arrivai of the ataIoku, when

singers were able pass the microphone to someone else on stage and cœcentrate on their

dancing. Shoots certainly existed before the arrivai of the ata/alaJ, but they were less
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systematic and more sporadic, in many cases serving as ads for newly created dances. As

dancing became increasingly integrated into live performance, the ability ta dance weH

gradually became an important criterion for performers, especiaJly singers. In many cases

performers who were primarily known as dancers would use dance to lauDch a career in

singing (Aurlus Mahele, Oefao, Adolphe, Rajakula, and Mbuta Mashakado are the most

often cited examples).

As dancing hecame more systematized, il also became more peJfonnative and

more excessive (Nkashama 1979), but tbis did not necessarily Mean that the audience was

alienated from dancing. On the contrary, the phenomenon of choreographed dancing

seemed to be an invitation 10 the audience to participate in all the latest dances that they

were seeing performed in concert In a live concert setting, performers (especially singers)

give impressive displays of their individual and group skills as dancers, butjust as much

of the excitement of dance (if Dot more) emanates from the audience (ch. 7). Sorne

members of the audience lose themselves in the music, and dance ta their own step, while

others are perfectly synchronized with the aIready synchronized steps which are occurring

in front of them on stage. The baniers between artist and audience are already PQrous

(ibid), but tbis very •modem' fonn of dance seems to he simultaneously very ·traditional' .

oot only because audience participation is heightened, but aIso because ·traditional' forms

of music are usually danced in groups and not partnered couples.

Despite the large number of musical groups in Kinshasa, only about ten to tïfteen

groups are able to find work and play music on a regular basis. This means thal the musical

community is very smalI and its members pay close attention to each others' activities.

Borrowing between bands occurs not at the level of 1yrics or sangs, but at the level of dances

and shouts, since it is here that the greatest amount of creativity and innovation œcurs (ch. 7).

Sorne rnusicians/groups are well-known for their creativity in this area, and it is usually from
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these groUps that stylistic innovations radiate outwards.48 Rajakula Mbuta Muto, following in

the footsteps of bis late aider brother, is generally considered to he the "maître" of popular

dance in Kinshasa. His recently formed music group, Station Japana, is not very well-known

for its music, but has a considerable following for its bighly skilled and creative dance

sequences. Djuna Mumbafu, the atalaku of Empire Bakuba, bas also been an important creative

force in tms area. His case is panicularly interesting not only because of the long series of

successful shouts he has popularized (what he caBs his 'five goals': koissa-koissa, mitingi,

madiaba, moto, bidenda), but also because he created the dances that accompany the shouts.

But by far the majority of new dances come from unknown musicians. Most well­

known bands borrow from up-and-coming bands which have their pulse on youth tastes and

fashions, but do not yet have the legitimacy of the larger, more well-established groups. Case

in point, Nouvelle Image. This group of musicians lOOk Kinshasa by storm in 1995, only

partly because of their unique mixture of modem and folklore styles, and is probably the most

borrowed-from group in the mid-l990s. Almost no professional group in Kinshasa has been

able to resist their tmdemark dance/shout, kibinda nkoy, which when perforrned is usually

clustered with severa! other nuggers from their repertoire (such as zekete or ntutala and more

recendy the hugely successful dombolo). In a similar way, Super Choc, also relative

newcomers on the music scene, have gained a lot of attention for a highly influential series of

shouts, beginning with the crowd pleaser mandundu (tala ha tala, cherie llove ,ou, munu

mwana). U~and-coming stars are among the only ones that can afford not 10 use the material

of other groups, since their only hope to sucœed is to ofrer something completely new.

So if this aspect of Congolese popular music-what is usually referred to as animation-­

is sa ingenious and sa important, then why bas no one wriuen about it? Why do people not

talk about it? According 10 Manda Tchebwa,.l'animation is an aspect of the music that is so

prevalent that people tend 10 take it for granted, yet he himself refers 10 it in bis book as

48tu the 19908 Djuua MumbaCu of Empire Bakuba. Rajakula, Nouvelle Image, md Super Choc. In the 19805
Zaiko Lao,a Langa and ilS various offshoot ordlesttas: Viva La Musica. Laup I..a1ga Stars. Choc Sta's. and
Familia Oci. In the 19708 üta Bembo aod 7JIiko Lanp Laup.



• epiphenomenon (1996). As an outsider it was the transition from words ta music which l

found the mast striking about Congolese music~ but when l tried to discuss this with

people in Kinshasa., even the most well-informed musically-minded among the people l

frequented, their reaction was most often one of being stunned. Theyall know that their

music is unique and that il is extremely popular in other parts of Africa~ but it never

occurred to them that this special position might he due in part to the music's unique tw~

part song structure or that the tw<rpart song structure was in fact unique at ail.

The Re-indigenization Thesis
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In this final section of this chapter, l wouJd like to suggest the phenomenon of

animtJtion (meaning bath the practice and the resulting mood) as evidence that over lime

• 'traditionar elements of musicaJ structure and performance have been gradually re-inserted

or re-integrated into Congolese popular dance music (sec aIso ch. 10).49 The concept of

'indigenizatian' is not new in anthrapology, but here 1am interested in the renewal of

previously ex;sting forms and 1have round useful discussions of this topic in various other

writings (Appadurai 1995; Devisch 1995; Meintjes 1994; Mudimbe 1988). Re-

indigenization, then, simply refers to the re-integrntion of aspects which were previously

present in expressive cultural fonns, and considered ta be 'indigenous', but became inactive

in the music over a given period. In the context of Congolese popuJar dance music~ the idea

of re-indigenization applies not ooly to the phenomenon of animation, but also to the

increasing importance of group dancing (ch. 7), the changes in song structure (ch. 10), and

the heightened role of praise singing (ch. 8).

• ~9J.n a very thoughl-provoking dissertation 00 Zaireao plpular music and experience. Damien PwODO

(1992) uses the tenn .instiutiol'alilJltion' to tait about a similar sel of cultural and pllitical processes lhal
are visible tbrough the study of popular music.
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At the level of song structure, the idea of re-indigeJÙzation does not appear to hold.

Most accounts of ~traditional' music 1have collected focus on three aspects of song structure:

statement of the theme ('setting up the scene' or 'the cali of the singer' etc.), audience

participation in response to the theme Cverse' J 'chorus\ 'response') and dance (animation,

'dance', 'spirituality'). In Most cases there is also a fourth aspect, that is the retum to the

original statement of the theme ('conclusion', ~restatement of theme', ete.). Thus song

structure presents a picture of a coherent African social world, with the assertion of a social Cact

(theme), which is validated by the presence of an audience (response), and followed by a

period of release ioto bodily experience (dance). The most important part of this narrative,

however, is the re-statement of the therne, in sorne sense the return to arder (Fabian 1990;

Achebe 1990).

As 1have shown above, what is most remarkable about the structure of popular songs

since 1975 is that they do not retum to the theme (i.e. lYrics) of the song. The ·words part'

(panie parole) is followcd by the ·dance part' (pan;e danse) and afterwards the song em!s. In

this sense, the early rumba sangs were more 'traditiooal' in structure since they stated the

theme, strayed from the theme through seben and then retumed 10 il al the end of the song. On

the other band, il can also he argued tbat the renewed importance of dance in 'modem' music

(dance sequences, especially in conce~ are usually longer than the other parts of the song

combined) cao in fact he seen as a markerof 'traditional' music.so Scholars of African music

have consistentiy emphasized the imponance of dance to understanding musical production and

esthetics, but it is the particular way of dancing, in which men and women remain separare and

the distinction between m~ician and noo-musician is blu~ that most resembles the

performance of music in a 'traditional' setting.

When 1asked Zaiko Langa Langa's Meridjo why the song structure changed in dance

music, he responded very matter of factly, "The singers needed time todance" (May 14, 1996). At

SOnavid Macaulay (1998), writiDg about danœbalJ add reggae music in Kingston. la made simiI. observalioos
about the simplification of SOIIg structures in Jamaican popolar music.
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the lime that Zaiko began experimenting with song structure there was considerable competition

between Zaiko and Lito Bemba's Stukas Boys, a group that was particularly well-known for its

dancing. In order to stay on top of the music scene~ Zaiko had to stay on top in terms of dancing,

and tbis could not he accomplished without the extended dance sequences for which Zaiko would

larer become famous. Meridjo also explained this evolution in tenns of the technological change

which was occurring at the lime. As recording technolagy enabled increasingly longer songs ta he

reproduced (first 78rpm~ then 45rpm. then 33rpm records), this extra space was not used ta add

songs, but to increase song length (see also ch. 4). But as Watennan has shown for popular music

in Nigeria.. the westemization of musical means often enables the indigenization of local fonns of

musical expression (1990: 84; see also Manuel 1993).

Atalakus most often explain their success in music by referring back to the 6traditional'

music which they say serves as an angoing source of creative inspiration. The most common

way for the ataJaku to create new shouts is by attending funeral ceremonies and other events

which are accompanied by ~traditional' music in the hopes that he might hear a new musical

phrase or proverb which he could then adapt and introduce into 6 modern' music. ~vrhe

inspiration comes from traditional groups," it was explained 10 me by Yoto Star, one of the co­

founders of the original Swede Swede: "zaire bas many dialects, many traditions. 1 usually

go ta the maranga 10 get new ideas and then 1take it and arrange il. As musicians wc always

have 10 do something new." (Yota Star, August 13, 1995). This activity, usually referred to

as 'dipping' (fr. puiser), occurs not ooly with 6tmditional' ensembles but also with up and

coming 6 modem' groups who have an abundance of creative ideas but much less political and

economic means than the musicians who dominate the music scene. Many shouts come from

watching children play or from other everyday interactions in an urban setting (Bébé Atalaku,

personal communication). Thus the most important bait for an atnloku is resourcefulness (être

malin): "Me and Nono we were the frrst ones," explained Bébé. "'We used 10 go around like

this..." (he maires a gesture like someone sneaking around, two hands picking something out
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of the air with his eyes wide open). Thus to he a good atalaku is not necessarily ta be creative,

but to borrow in a creative way (White 1998b).

Djuna Mumbafu, atalaku and showman extraordinaire of Pépé Kallé's Empire Bak~ba,

draws not ooly from other musicians or everyday life situations in the city, but also from a

profound knowledge of 'traditional' music and instruments. From my notes:

To he a good animDteur you bave to know the tumba (drom). If you don't know the tumba, you won't
go far.

So ·ttaditiooar music is imponant to "modem' music? 1asked.
Oh yeab. especially when il comes to animation. If you know traditional you cao improvise. 1 take

ail of my sturf Cromfolklore. (Apr. 22. 1996)

By this he meant that he creates the rhythm of the shout on the 'traditional t instrument lliid then

fills in the words laler. 'Traditionai' instruments, he says, are bis primary source of inspiration.

But Djuna also anributes his creativity ta being able ta store these inspirations (provisions):

Monsieur Bob. yon bave to be smart in this lioe of work. You need to have lots of provisions. [He
holds bis gut] The others doo't bave any provisions. [He laughs and seems happy that {'m laugbing
too.J 1 bave lOIS of provisions, over many years l've saved them op (ibid).

Veteran member of O.K. Jazz Jean Serge Essous bas made similar statemcnts about

'tnlditional' music: '.... .il remains my main source of inspiration. 1immerse myself in it

whenever 1 want to create something new" (quoted in Gondola 1gg]: 69). And in the words

of the Congolese (Brazzaville) musician Chainnan: "1 have a rumba and 1always go to a

seben, because that's what our traditional music like, its all seben"(television interview, March

22, 1996). From my notes after returning from the field:

You've got a aadled industry for 20-30 years. toraUy COIdrolled by foreigners. The musiciaos evCll said
[that in the remrding studio] they jusl played the sonas as long u they were toId to play and Ihea mey
stopped. And theD ZaimmizaliOD, and everybody was left 011 their own al about the same lime. Tbc
baby boom, the James BroWD. die Bclgicaios. etc.• and YOD gel the ZaireaoizaIiOll of the song structuR:.
They always wautal to bave adaDœ Craazy but the music: was modem. il had to he amllOUcd aad
sopbislicalcd (aod il bad to fit on a 78rpm pieœ of wax]. now wi1bou1 Ibis forcign influence, Zaimm
wue Idt ln thcir own means aud over a paiod of years tbis is wbat they came up wilb (June 15, 1996).
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To sorne extenty the interest that Many musicians express in borrowing from

'traditional' forms of musical expression renects a source of pride in the country's diverse

musical cultural ttaditions. But Many musicians, especially those who were active in music

during the period when record sales started to decline, aise began to see 'traditional' music as

one way of holding on to a shrinking fan base. In the next chapter 1will discuss the conditions

and outeomes of transformations occurring in global as weil as national political economies,

and how musicians responded to these changes by introducing certain modifications in the

performance and structure of their sangs.



Part Two: The Transformation of Typique
Cbapter Four: Made in Zaire

Overview of the Industty

'Modem' Music Industry
Commercial Sponsorship
Intellectual Property and Copyrights
Media and other Para-Insti tutions
Problems With Producers

The Bottom Falls Out

T00 Many Intennediaries, T00 Few Brokers

"Official" Outlets
Pirates and Re-Distributors

Fighting Pirates with Fire
The Re-Distributors
"We Eat Behind the Musicians"
Music Finances Other Activities

Cultural Brokers and Political Economies

"Modem Zairean Music" re/ers ta this music that is present everywhere, on the radio and
on television, this music of the bars tlult we find in ail the cities.

(Kanza 1972: 16).
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Overview of the Musie Industry

The study of industrial formations in Africa, like many fields of research for the

continent, is uneven and imperfect. Where industries are not completely ignored, theyare tao

often considered in isolation [rom larger historical and economic processes, instead being held

up as sources of information about 'development' or 'social change'. This situation is even

worse with regards to the study of cultural industries. Ta my knowledge, there ha~ been no

academic rescarch on the very rich history of musical production and exchange in Congo­

Zaïre.1 Given the widespread extension of distribution networks for Congolese popuJar

music, and the level of production within the country before the arrivai of cassette rechnology,

no one would deny the existence of a Congolese music industry. Even those that acknowledge

its existence, however, as with the majority of Western academic writing about state and

capital formation in an African context, have tended ta portray the industry as backwards or

dysfunctionaJ (Sinnock 1997).

Recent research on the social history of popular African music bas proven to he more

sensitive 10 the these issues. Here 1am thinking of the work of Veit Erlmann (1991; 19(00)

and David Coplan (1985) on the emergence of popular music styles in South Afri~ and

Christopher Waterman's (1990) writing onjuju music in Nigeria Other studies which 1 have

found ta he worthwhile as means of comparison inciude Guilbault (1993) on zouk music in the

West Indies, and Manuel's (1993) fascinating account of the introduction of cassette

technology in India.2 A number of interesting studies have appeared on the subject of the

international popular music industry (e.g. Bumett 19(6), and on various forms of popular

music in different parts of the world (Frith 1989), but tbese do not look specifica1ly at the

issues relaling to industrial development, and none of them bas a regional focus on Arrica.

1AIlhoqb sec Pwooo (1992), ..Tdaebwa bas begun preparing a manusaipt on this subjcet.
2Steiner's (1994) researd1 00 art traders iD Côte d'Ivoire, allbougb DOl on the subjcet of music. provides
valuable iDformalion about studyiDg the cultural 2DpedS oC networks œdistribuliœ aod exchmlge. And 1have
also drawo SOlDe insigbas from Bcaj.mn's (1968) orteo-circd discussiœ of the relatioasbip between culture,
society aod the aiVGlt fima:lwtical œproducIion.
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Seveml studies have poioted to the possibility of more systematic compamtive research on

popular music industries in Aftica (Wallis and Malm 1984; Blinkett 1987), an area which

certainly deserves more attention than it bas reœived in the pasto

In this chapter, 1will focus on the relationship between the music industry and various

other institutional mechanisms since independence (the state, the infonnal economy, the media,

changes in global markets, etc.) to explain how music is produced., promoted and distributed

in local markets.3 1will begin with a brief ovelView of the industry since indePendence and

will discuss sorne of the important aspects of its development over lime: the role of

commercial sponsorship, the increasing importance of intellectual property and copyrights, the

interaction between music and the media (both state-run and private), the ambiguous position

of music producers, and the govemment's nationaiization program, which, together with the

anival of cassette technology ta the region, led ta profound changes in the Congolese popuJar

music industry. Cultural brokers have been important at certain key periods in the past, but

networks are increasingly chamcterized by intermediaries (often pirates and promoters) who

pass the product along for small pcrsonal profits. Musicians' efforts to change the way that

music is produced and performed gives important clues about how people in local economies

respond changes in regional and global political economies.

Throughout this chapter, 1will draw from the important insights provided by

Appadurai's (1986) collection of anicles on the social and cultural aspects of commodities,

especially how commodities are constructed, distributed and sold over extended and uneven

lifespans (Kopytoff 1986). FJsewhere (199&) 1consider the question ofhaw Congolese

popular music came ta he commercialized and sold as a commodity on the wodd market for

music. Although 1do IlOt want ta think of these processes as sepmlle from those of

consomption, 1have reserved my discussion of the use and receptian of popular music for

Chapter Nine. The most revealing aspect of the data in this chapter is the way in which larger,

3Cbapk:rThree discusses the oabR of the R:aJI'dinI industry during the Yea'S befœe iudepeDdeoce when the
iDdustry wu dorninarcd by foreign <noo-Bdgiao) ownasbip.
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political and economic structures have affected not only musicians' ability 10 make a living, but

also the esthetic fonn and structure of the music.4 Despite these developments, the music

industry continues to thrive in Kins~ and every year hundreds of young people try

desperately to get their hands on the elusive and fickle beast known locallyas 'le succès' (ch. 5).

t Modern t Music lndustry

After independence in 1960 there was a steady increase in the number of Congolese

becoming involved in the establishment and operation of music-related production and

promotion. Roger Izeidi, fonnerly of Kallé's African Jazz was probably one of the ficst

Congolese musicians 10 aIso produce local music. As director of severa! record labels (CEFA,

Paka Siye, Rash, Vita), his visible material gains encouraged other musicians to gel involved in

the commercial aspects of music: Kallé's 'Surboum' label, Franco's 'Epanza Makira' and

'Editions Populaires" Vicky Longomba's 'Vicldong', the SolO brothers' 'Allez-y Frères Soki'

and 'Editions Bella-Bella', not ta mention Rochereau's 'lsa'.5 But musicians' increased

involvement in the commerce of their trade, what Tchebwa (1996) has referred to as the

'sacrifice of art to mercantilism" would lead 10 considerable scom. According 10 Sylvain

Bemba, the hazardous combination of money and music was 10 blame for the destabilization of

Congo's great rumba orchestras and would cause the music to regress considerably (quoted in

Tchebwa 1996). In 1974.. as a Jml of Mobutu's nationalization campaign (1JÜiûmisation),

Frcmco was given control of the huge record-pressing factory~s. Like many of the

4compR Ibis with Appadurai's (1995) discussioo ofchanges in the stlUdUre of the Iadian aidœt industty,
many of ",bich wcre due la Ille spodS inacasiDg iolegraliOD inlo Dllliouai aod international oommercial
networks. Diawara (1997) examines bow cbmges io urI8IiDIion md a.s rdaliœs bave made ~griOb' in
many parts ofWest MUCl cooœatralc on iodividual paIroDs iDstead~patron families (a 'NM die case in the
past)o The grcaIer movement of capilal aod caPlaIgoods in the rqiOll ......t Ibal griots' source of
livdihood is iJIcrasiDgIy unc:c:rtain md tbat griots are iDaasioaJy paœivcd as musical maœoaries (ch. 5).
Sorbe proIific production bouse of Verdtys will be disœssed in the scdÏOIl below 00 broIœrs.
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industries which were handed over to Zairean ownetship during this period~ Mazadis enjoyed a

short period of relative success, but quicidy became plagued by inefficient management and

internai col111ption (MacGaffey 1987; Schatzberg 1988; Young and Turner 1985).6 Mazadis

\Vas c10sed in 1986.

The heyday of record production in Congo-Zaire was in the years between 1970-1975

(Tchebwa 1996: 231), with estimates that yearly sales totalled as much as 5,000,000 for the

city of Kinshasa aIone (Mampala, Jan. 9, 1996). In these years it was not uncommon for

certain records to seH as many as 500,000 copies.7 Producers from that period teU staries

about how they could get recordings on the market in the space of three days. Most sangs

were pressed on 45rpm records, approximately five minutes to a side. Side A contained the

'words parC of the song and side B the idance part.' Filling both sides of a record with the

same song (instead of twa diffcrent songs) was a strategy that many producers used ta

increase record sales: "If the consumer buys a record with two songs he's done weil, but if 1

put onJy one song on the record they have to buy more records. This was how we sold more

records" (Mampal~ Jan. 9, 1996).8 Verckys. the most well...known local producer of the

1g'70s. remembers the period as one that was beneficiaJ for everyone involved:

As record producers we were able to make goad mooey, and at the same time musiciaos also saw
improvements in their lifestyle. As produccrs we could even buy cars for our musicians from our
geoeral budgets, because during that time we bad to fight over the best artists. In the end, we knew we
wouJdalways make it badt (Verckys in Tchebwa 1996: 231).

Ben Nyamabo, c~founder and leader of the group Choc Stars, and himself a producer, echoes

Vercky's assessment:

6&Zairiaoizabon' policics were followed by ~radicalizatiOD'(1974) in whidl the stale look conttol d the
œmpanics in particular iDdustrial sedan (public traosport, œnstrue:tioo malerials md certain wholesale
distribulm) aod by 6rdroœssioo' (1976) in whidl œrtain fums (airady ~Diriauized'aod 'radïcalizaJ9) wue
mumed to private owoenhip.
'Even in 1966, a bit SODg such as Tabu Ley's 66MokoIo na ko kofa" wu capable of scUing 2,000 copies per
wcek.
8Aœording to WaIerIIum, reamling compmies in Nigaia would often ràeMe recŒds witb one side in stmlhwd
Yoruba aod the otber in a reponal dialec:t (1990: 95-96).
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It used to he easy. When a new artist came 00 the scene~ he onIy had to he a liuJe good and he became
a bit ovemight. In the 70s and 80s il WM easy to malte money. Not anymore. (Ben Nyamabo. May
21,1996).

Comments from Mampa1~ also a producer who was active in the 1970s, show how

producers' eamings were lied to highly visible farms of social mobility:

With one song 1went to Europe. bought a truck. came back with il, and il is [still] in Bas-Zaire
moving merchandise. When 1came back 1bad lo buy a car for myself too; 1think il was S1500 US.
In those years it was bard lo imagine a producer getting around by fOOL We made a lot of money in
those days because costs weren't bigb, musicians never aslœd for a lot of money (~Iampala, Jan. 9.
1996).

Commercial Sponsorship

It was not until the mid-1970s, when the music industry was in full commercial bloom,

that various local corporate entities recognized the potentiaJ for musicians to promote their

products, and began to offer long-term sponsorship agreements to certain musicians.9 By the

1980s, a1most all the big acts in Kinshasa were sponsored by one or other of the city's major

breweries [figure 4.1].10 With the hopc that beverage sales would increase if audiences saw

their favorite musicians drinking the product, brewery advenising specialists loaded concert

locations with brewery paraphemalia, including tablecloths, banners, glasses, backdrops and,

9rbroughout my writing, 1 use the tenn •sponsor, in severa! differcnt ways. In later chapcers~ 1use the term in
an abstraet way 10 desaibe those individuals. often also rans of the artist, who coolribute meney ta the artist in
exchange for privilegcd acœss to the anist and/or for some fonn of public recognition (ch. 7). In this CODteXI~

·spoosor' refen to a commeraal or axporate entity wbidl arrers to assume a certain _ooot of the artist's
~essional expenses in excbaoge for bis or ber eodonanent of a IBIicul. product or produet line.

OMusic spoosorship bas come from od1er industries as weil (especially local airlines and tobaca> companies),
but breweries have beeo the most active in chis area. This is probabIy no coiDc:ideoœ giveo the
complemene-ity of thcse two leisure products md Ihe faet tbat they usually sbaR the same lime and space. A
special eateJOl'Y of spoIIIor sougs wbich focused on amuuercial products seemed to he very COIDDIOD even in
the fmt few dccadcs ofCougo-Zairao IlUllÏc. ù:oD Bukasa sang a song about the founder of the Ngoma n:axd
label. Tino Mab saug about Boa IDIrplÏDe and a œrtain Mokoko smg about Bata shces. Tabu Ley smg for
Skol beer, Omo soap aad FNMA n:frigaators. Franco smg for Primus bcer aad Kroomburg bccr. Boch Tabu
Ley and Fno:o sang soogs for Azda. a wcU-known idlpOl'tU of ioexpcasive European cars in Kinsbasa in die
19708. Watamao (1990) discusscs the C8iC oCFraoaJ. who was tloWD ta Nigeria in 1962 for the inauguration
of an air traDsport 1ink betwem KinsluN and Lap.
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OKTOBERFEST
- Nuit Blanche d'ambiance et d'attraction avec vos vedettes du moment
- Venez boira, manger et danser avec:
TONTON SKOL ET LA SKOL

NYOKA LONGO et zan<o Langa Lang. Nkolo Mboka
BEN NYAMABO et Choc Sta~ BOKETSHU Premier et Swede.SWede
Le Prince MAKABA et Wenge Muslca SANS SOUCI et son Groupe

- Date : le 30 septembre 1989
- Lieu : A la Fikin (Esplanade)
- Heure : à partir da 16 heures
DROIT D'ENTREE: 300 Z

TONTON SKOL TEMBE NYE

6g.4.1 Music and cartoons help ta seU beer
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mast importantly, uniforms with logos. In exchange, rnusicians receive a small sum of

money, a certain amount of beer and soda every month (usuaiiy 50-100 cases which they

can drink or resell), a bevemge freezer for their meeting place, and the comfort of having

concerts scheduled and promoted throughout the country on a regular basis.11 Most

sponsors instructed rnusicians to mention the name of the product in a discrete \Vay in

between songs, or in passing during the song, but this did not stop sorne musicians from

going overboard: "When they want to sing the name of the sponsor, if it's not too much its

okay, but when ifs a \\'hole litany it's really embarrassing, it kills the beaut)' of the song"

(Onya, Mar. 14, 19(6) Sorne sponsors had special representatives to verify the fonn and

frequency of the sponsor's message in concert performance: "We gave them latitude, but

the slogan had to at least be in its original fonn" (Bombaro, Feb. 2L 1996).12

After severaJ years of heavy spending on music as a form of product

promotion (sometimes as much as 35% of advertising budgets), the breweries' owners

began ta realize that people were associating their products with famous musicians, but

they weren't necessarily buying more of the product. This, together with early signs of

recession at the end of the 1980s, forced the breweries' management to rethink their

policy with regards to music sponsorship. Since 1990, breweries have canceled almost

70% of their sponsorship agreements and have reduced their advertising budgets for

music by as much as 85%.13 When 1asked a marketing executive al Unibra Breweries

why they continue to sponsor musicians at aH, he responded: '·I1's not profitable, but

we have to for our image, music goes with beer, beer with music". Corporate

sponsorship of music still exists in Kinshasa, although there is a trend toward

sponsoring events rather than groups, and smaJler amounts of money are spent

IlAccording to sources al one Kinshasa brewery, Papa Wem~ one of the breweries most high-profile
artists, had a contraet for 5,000,000 FB (S l6,OOO-17,OOO C.S.) which was spread out over 3 years.
2,000,000 of this money was to be given in the form of money ("cachet') and 3,000,000 would go toward
the purcbase of a house in ~facampagne, one of the city's most lu.,;urious neighborhoods.
120ne brewery even made use of certain musicians as consultants [0 help wim wording for their production
promotion campaigns (Bomboro. Feb. 21. (996)
13According to ~fr. Bomboro, from the marketing division of Bralima Breweries in Kinshasa. the three
major sponsors in Kinshasa devoted the foUowing percentages of lheir budgets to music in 1995: Bralima
5%~ Taba Zaire 5-8% cwd lTnibra lcss than 5%.
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by a larger numœr of sponsors. Thus the musician is increasingly faced with the

• insecurity of short-term contracts and a multiplicity of sponsors.1 4

One of the reasons for the growing insecurity among sponsors is the perception

that popular music is more risky because it dmws less crowds than it did in the past:

~·Where do we have the most visibility?" Explained one brewery marketing specialist~ O·ln

the 1970s music was the most important [part of our marketing]. But now \Vith the

economic crisis~ today it's 100 expensive. People used to dance outside of Kimpwanza for

30 minutesjust to see the musicians" (Bombaro, Feb. 21, 1996). With time brewery

promoters have come to see that musicians' popularity is very fragile and this bas led them

to a marketing strategy which is much more event-based: o·We can 't he attached to a star

because stars come and go, we prefer ta sponsor events, not people, but events" (ibid). In

recent years, the area of sports and religion, usually organized around large public events~

have received increasing attention from the breweries.

• [ntellectual Property and Copyrights

[n the first few months of 1970, Zaire's new copyrights office (SONECA) was

officially opened ta serve Congolese artists.15 [n the period from 1970 - 1978 its activities

were very unstable, having undergone seven changes in director and nine changes in executive

committees. In 1978, the singer Tabu Ley assumed the direction and began ta put sorne order

in the daily operations of the office. During his three terms as head of the Sone~ he travelled

to Brussels and began negotiations to establish contractual agreements with SABAM (the

140uring my researcb. the opposite problem was facing musicians in Brazzaville. wbere the govemment
had reœndy centtalized beverage industries under the control ofone company (SCBK). This mœopoly
meant that the national brewery no louger needed to conduct promotional campaigns to seIl its product.
This move threatened all of the music groups performing in Bra2Zaville al that lime.
15ACter the fonnalion of the O~-(PI (Organisation ~(ondiale de la Propriété [ntellectueUe) in 1961. the fust
Congolese copyrights office was opened tmder the oame ofSAC~.Sociéti d'Auteurs Congolaises.

165



166

copyrights office in Belgium) and SACEM (in France). Tabu Ley was succeed bya Mf.

Engwandu, who would serve as director until the end of 1996, when increasing dissatisfaction

with his management forced him to resign. In 1996, Soneca boasted a large member base,

with about 90% of its members (almost 3,300 in ail) registered as music producers, musicians

or singer-songwriters.16

As in copyrights offices elsewhere in the world, there are severa! types of rights for

which performing artists cao, in theory, expect 10 he compensated. Producers and promoters

must pay for the right 10 diffuse music (live or pre-recorded) and for a Iicense to reproduce il

for sale. Mechanical reproduction rights (DRM) are paid four ùmes per year. Royalty

payments are paid two limes per year. Amounts issued from the copyrights office ta

individual artists vary From as little as 1cent to as much as $2,000 US per year. According to

Soneca clerks, an average amount is about $50 US per year. Artists who have composed a

great deal of music and who are still distributed in various parts of Africa (such as Honoré

Liengo, Wendo, Sam Mangwana) can make considerable amounts of money from royalties.

Koffi Olomide, who is registered with the French copyrights office, is estimated to make

approximately $5,000 US per year in royalties. Dances and shouts cannat he copyrighted. As

1discuss in Coopter Seven, the issue of intellectual property with regards ta dances and shouts

is a very sensitive one, since these two areas of creation arguably represent the most dynamic

field of artistic innovation and creativity (and also creative borrowing) in Kinshasa.

Unfortunately, because of a weak oational infmstructure, mœt (if oot ail) copyright

payments come from copyright offices abroad.17 Given tbis reality, and given the fact that the

staff of the copyrights office are not paid on a regular basis, the services offered through

Soneca are limited and irregular. Thus it is no surprise that most local musicians (especially

16Accordîng to SONECA empIoyces, ail follclore music beloogs la the stale. This calegory indudes:
tradicional art abjects, daaccs, law, and the list goes 00. One anployce with whom 1spolœ said jokingly,
uEVerytbiDgihal we do comcs fromfollcJore al Olle point or motba'. There's follcJore, aod there is art tbal is
iDspircd by folkore. When you can't idallify the author. that's wben il belonls ta the stale."
1710 1996, the naliœal radio and telcvisiOD staliOll (then OZRl), had.-.sed a debt of almost SI50,OOO in
unpaid mean to the SONECA. '1f the music industry was wcll organized, it would conttibute ta cconomyjust
lite diamoods md copper, it's a goId mine", said one SONECA cmpIoyce.
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young musicians) are indifferentabout becoming members. Membership over the years has

declined radically, from 390 new members in 1970 to 15 new members in 1993 (and tbis is

not due to a decline in the numberof people playing music). From musicians' point of view.,

[0 register as a member of Soneca is simply not worth the effort it requires. Those musicians

that have the luxury of registering with other copyrights offices can do so ooly because they

have official status in that country where they reside (Koffi Dlomide, Papa Wemba.. Lokua

Kanza).18

Media and Other Para-Institutions

Tchebwa bas caJled attention ta the imPJrtance of local media in the development of

Kinshasa's particuJar constellation of stars: ~'La magie des ondes peut désonnais ·sacraliser' et

transformer même un illustre chanteur inconnu du quartier en une star" (Tchebwa 1996:

220).19 Television, in bis view, is a celebrity-maker ('batisseurde célébrité, ibid). But before

television, radio look up the most space in people's everyday lives. Radio has accompanied

popular music ever since the installation of the first professional mdio transmitter in 1937 (ch.

2), and has always been the Most common form of media accessible to Kinshasa's "grand

public' (see Comhaire-Sylvain 1950; 1968). In 1968 the national radio signal was boosted

with the arrivai of the 600 kw medium wave traDsmitter known as the Tam Tam d'Afrique,

and the REZATELSAT satellite network: which would ensure c1ear reception IlOt ooly across

zaire but in several neighboring coUDtrics as weil. A lively local press also began to appear at

this time. Especially in the period following independence, there was a sense of freedom of

1810 the FaU of 1996. the Zaircan Musiciaos' UDioo (UMUZA) bepn OI'poiliDl a public media campoign
against the dim:tor of Ibe Soaeca for IDÏSJII8II8IImall of fUDds and failure to RpRSCDt musîaaos' interalS. The
UMUZA was iDilially formcd in 1972 aad went tbrough a saies ofmusiàaD-din:dors. the most rcœnt of whic:b
was Vadtys Kiamangwana (V~é). In 1995-96 UMUZA bdd am offiœ with Olle .mùDistrative assistaot. but
to my knowledge did IlOl coaduct aoy aetivities outside of Ibis ftlKlioo.
19'1be magic oC the airwavcs QID mate sacral. even transform an UDImown neighlxxbood singer iota ab'Ue
sw'.
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expression which led to the establishment of a wide variety of local publications on news,

culture and CUITent affairs (Loooh, personal communication).20

Today Kinshasa bas an increasingly varied private media sector. In 1996 there were

three private television stations and three private radio stations (two of which were devoted 10

Christian progmmming). Most local television sets were a1so able ta receive several foreign

channels, such as TV5, CA and CNN which arrived via satellite.21 During tbis time there were

a number of music-related television shows that attracted regular viewership from a broad cross­

section of the urban population. The show with the largest audience was the weekly music and

news variety show, 'Karibu Variétés', hosted in recent years by Manda Tchebwa Karibu

Variétés usually includes news from musicians living or travelling abroad (sometimes via live

cellular phone connections), and two-three live studio guests, either musicians or people

working in the music industry.22 The on-air professionalism and serious treabnent of music

news make Karibu especially attractive to a mature tclevisioo audience. ·Club Des Stars', a

program which targets younger audiences, was one of the first programs to perfeet the caU-in

format, and because the program is filmed with groups of teenagers seated around the

announcers, it often attraets a large viewing audience.23

Although sorne television programs take advantage of studio guests and the

increasingly ubiquitous talk show interview format, the bulk of television music programming

is made up of music videos. After albums are recorded, most professional artists will spend

anywhere from three days to several weeks to film the aceompanying music videos. The vast

2Ofor an excellent overview of radio and l.v. programs. and examples of the wriuen press since the tate colonial
period. sec Chaptcr Teo ofTcbebwa (1996).
21During the beginning of Kabila's sweep across the country, rhe Mobutu government probibited any political
programmïog on Ibese private slauons. In the area of music programming and sinee the arrivai of the AFDL. 1
am Dot sure wbat restridioos, if any. have becn plaœd on media in Ille private sector or to wbat extent new
media ourlets bave beeo able to establish operations.
22Every week musiaaas saamble to get a place on Karibu. Tbose lhat are promoting new malerial or who
waut to announœ an inlcmaliooal tour are usuaUy giVeD preference. bul the sbows' produccrs make il clear that
gelling on the ait is also a queslioo of 'les relalioos' ("who you know'). Manda Tchebwa 011 bis relaliooship
wilh popul. musiaans: "'Ali the big oames in lairem music come bae to sec me. They come in penœ
becau8e tbcy dcpmd œ me."
nnae oaIiooal television slalioo also ... programmïog specifically for religious music aadfol/dor~. The mosl
popuI. music-reIatcd progiaws OB privatdy 0WDCd COIIIIIlm:ÎaI televisiOll statioos in 1996 wae -Tempete des
Stan" and Gaby Sbabaoits "Top Dix" music c:ounldowu.
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majority of music videos are not scripted and do not involve any kind of coherent storyline;

musicians and fans alike have become accustomed to videos with Iip-synching (musicians use

the English word 'playback') and choreographed dancing. This type of video is the easiest to

prcxtuee and the lcast expensive.24 The main ingredients for an acceptable music video are a

picturesque backdrop (hotellobby~ flower garden, view overlooking a body of water, etc.),

severa! wardrobe changes (preferably European or Japanese high-fashion) and female dancers.

Most videos that follow this formula are of great interest when tbey first appear on television,

but because they have no scenario or storyline, they rarely stay popular for more than a few

weeks or months.

Music recording studios have existed in Kinshasa since the late 1930s, but their ability 10

meet the needs of local musicians has varied greatly over time. After the decline of the mostly

Greek-owned recording houses of the colonial period, recording studios operated by the state

(especially the OZRT's Renapec studio) became the primary oullet for local musicians who could

afford to record professionally. During the 1970s, there were also a number of privately-mn

studios, the Most well-known of which was Verckys' famous two-mike backyard studio (see

below). Bobongo Studios (owned and operated by a Belgian expatriate in the zone of Limete)

became the leading studio during the 1980s, boasting 24-track capability and fully soundproofed

multi-room recording and practice facilities. In the early 1990s, when the economy in general

was depressed due to the 1991 and 1993 riOlS, Bobongo declined somewhat in importance and

the young singer-songwriter Galbo Beevans opened the ficst 8--track: digital studio (also in

Limete). Gatho's studio was soon surpassed by Studio Meko (Limete), which had 24 tracks, ail

digital equipment imported from the U.S., and a sound engineer who had received bis training in

South Africa

24cameraequipmeot andaews are scarce~ and must he rcnted on an hourly 01' daily basïs. Professiooal quality
Betaœm camera equipmatt (induding cables~lights, aod batteries) is rentcd al rougbly Sl00/day. TedmiàaDs
and baDSport must be paid scparately. Wben 1bcpn video filml for the Uniœf-Zaire mv-AIDS project in
the SpriDg of 1996 (see pn:faœ)~111eR wcre ooIy tbree complete sets or equipmeut available for the cnbre city
ofKinshua.
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The final para-institution 1want to discuss, and perhaps the most important, is nestled

behind a remote section of a neighborhood in the zone of Banda1.25 Its founder,owner-operator

and chief technician goes by the name of Ma:zanza Maurice (Born in Luozi, Bas-zaire, on Oct 4,

1950). Mazanza is a self-trained't self-employed acoustic guitar manufacturer. In business since

the mid-l97Os, bis workshop's name (ALMAZ, ~Atelier Lutherie Mazanza') is the only widely

recognized brand of locally manufactured string instruments, and he bas supplied guitars IlOt

ooly to sorne of the Congo's biggest names (Youlou Mabiala. Rigo Star, and athers), but has

also had photo opportunities with the well-kno\vn French musician Jacques Higelin, who

retumed to France with two custom-made Almaz masterpieces (Conrath 1984). In actuality, all

of Mazanza's guitars are custom-made, since he personally inspects each instrument thatleaves

his shop, and this ooly after he has completed the technically demanding process of placing the

frets. Mazanza reminisces about the first guitar he made:

1made the first one with particle board from Belgiao cigarette containers. 1 think 1bad a mctal saw
[figure 4.2]. With money from the sale 1bougbl what 1needed to malte a second guitBr. 1uscd 10 do
this in my free lime. especially during summer vacation. then my Dad laid me (0 concentrale on my
studies. "Don 't mix money and studies." he used to say. ACter 1slarted repairing imported guitars.1
used to fix everyone's guitars.lots ofWendo's musiaans would come to sec me (Feb. 19. 1996).

By 1967, he was making almost 60 guitars per year and had a team of five assistants. In the

same year he placed bis first advertisement in a local paper (L'Etoile du Congo, August 5). In

1996, he was paying 12 full-lime employees, had mechanized every stage of production (with

machines he himself designed) except for frets and tuning heads, and was able to produce

somewhere between a total 50-60 guitars per month (bass, solo, mi-solo). From Mazanza's

point of view what is most important about his story is his personal effon:

2Sfor the sake of brevity. 1have DOl ioduded IllY diswssiOll of the importance of bars and bar-owner8, thougla
many barownen maintain dose rdaliooships wilh musici.s and high public profiles in arder to eosurc tbeir
bar's suœess (Jeao-Jaapaes Bayoane. Mère KosaI~ DI mudl earlia- in Brazzaville. Faignood). 1sbouId also
IIIeIltioo pboIo kiosques as a relev.t para-institulioo since they pbotOPiiŒn widl kiosques oCtal speaalize in
photograpbs of Camous musiciaos aod sometimes otTer tbar services to œaœrtgoas during live pcrfOl1DlllCC
(sec ch. 1).
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fig. 4.2 ~fazanza \Vith bis first home-made guitar
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Edison said ooly 1% of bis work wu inspiration. the rest was 'transpiration· Csweaf). He suCfered a
lot to invent everythiDg he invented. Before COIlCCIltraling on tcclmical aspects. 1have to do
administration and place the frets. 1sleep al 7:00 p.m., get up al midnight to read the Bible, then l
work until 3:00 a.m. and go back to sleep until 5:00 or 6:00 a.m. Somelimes [ suffer from being
overworked. During 2 years or so 1 used to forget wbat 1 hadjust eaten (Feb. 19. 1996).

Problems Wi th Producers

The term 'producer' renects a certain ambiguity because it can refer both to the person

that creates goods or products (as in agricultural production) and to the person that organizes

the commercialization of products (as in the case of cinema). In the context of the Congolese

music industry, the producer's role resembles the latter. He/she can be seen as 'producing'

something (in the sense of the firsl meaning) to the extent that records or live performances can

he separated from the music or the artist which is being featured.26 ln Kinshasa there are two

kinds of producers, those that produce concerts and tours (producteurs de spectacles) and

those that produce albums (producteurs de disques), although many producers do both. Given

the structure of most popu!ar dance bands (based in individual charismatic leadership, see ch.

8), very few music groups make use of managers, although in some cases producers can act in

tbis capacity (promoting the group, acting as a liaison between the group and the public,

mediating internai conflict, etc.).27

ln most cases, however, the person who is referred to as prot:illcteur is Rolbing more

than a financier. Although certain producers establish long-term professional relationships

with panicular groups or artists, very few producers are able to work on a full-time basis. As

1have described above, titis is due Dot onIy 10 the general decline in the economy and

26Jn the past 1bave uscd the lam 'promoter' to avoid this ambiguity. but in the end 1deaded to keep the lam
'produœr' becausc il most c1osc1y raembles the term used in the KiDsbasa music sœoe (fr., li.• prot/IIt:tsr).
The term 'op&ateur culturel' is alsa somctimes~ but il struek me as cumbersome and it seems to be a
direc:t ttaosIalioo of the Englisb tam 'cultural operator••

27Two exanples of producers who ad .1JUDlICI'S are Jean Pierre Ngombe (famaris) wbo..~ the
career of several musicians induding bis \Vire Pembey Sbeïro, md more reœndy Gaby ShabBni (Shabaoi
Rec:ords). who bas becn crealing a sort of 'stable' of up md comiog music groups, !Ce below.
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consumer buying power, but also 10 the perception that music can no longer "nourrir son

homme" ('feed its man ') as it could in the mid-1970s.28 The few producers who are able to

devote ail their professional energies ta music use this commitment as a way 10 distinguisb

themselves from less professional part-time producers: UA producer with ooly money is not a

producer" (Bob Maswa, television appearance on Karibu Variétés, May, 1996). According [0

most musicians, a good producer offers more thao financial incentiv~ he also effers guidance,

encouragement, and creative inspiration. In practice, however, producers often take advantage

of musicians' lack of familiarity with the (,.'ommercial and legal aspects of the industl)'. The

musician contents himself to have a good flat fee Ccachet') and some poeket money

('tnmsport'); there is general agreement that Most musicians do not know their rights as anists,

and that most producers are out to take advantage of this weakness ('matmquer l'artiste').

Problems between producers and musicians most often have to do with money. "The

musicians used ta come to see me, tt explained Madame Sidony, one of the only female

producers in the industry. "They wanted a producer. But l'm tired [of it DOW]. They're

capricious; they want rive out of every ten francs!" (Sidony, Sept 18, 1995). Eventually

musicians' demands for more money discouraged her from working with big name acts and

led her 10 specialize in less weJl-known groups that would he easier 10 finance: "1 prefer ID

work with unknowns, because the big starsask foreverything you've got [les yeux de la tête].

The small groups are much less complicated; it's easier ta work with unknowos" (ibid). A

large part of the producer's lime is spent gathering information about how much various

musicians are making from various types of arrangements. When a producer approaches a

musician, sile must have a goal idea of "what the musician is worth" and it is on this basis lbal

she begins to negotiate. Many producers claim that because of their close personal

relationships with famous musicians they are able to nepare special priees ('prix d'amis'):

2800e weil--known music producer in Brazzaville explaiDcd ta me tbat produœrs in Kinsba1a are more
··débrouiIl.cr' ('raourccful') tbœ "pofcssioDnd". They prefer 'quifS 1IlOIIeY' to 'IOIII-tamÏDvCStmellts', aod
this mitilates apiust the eIDa'galœ ofa large pool of full·time professioaal producen (pasoaal
commUDicatioo, M. Maxime)
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'6Koffi usually gives me a prix defamille [family priee]; l've given him a lot of ideas"

(Lascony, Sept 7, 1995).

Thus at any given time, the most well-known groups cao he placed on a differentiated

payscale which corresponds more or less with their popularity al the lime. Below are various

groups' asking priees for a concert petformance in the Spring of 1996:29

Zaiko Laoga Lang~ $6-700
Koffi Olomide. 5,S..600
General Defao. S2·300
Weoge Musica BCBG. $6-700
Baoa Odeon. 520-30

But not ail groups' rates are fixed. Most groups (such as thefolklore group below) have

differenl rates depending on the type of event and perhaps more importantly on the persan who

happens ta be soliciting the group's services:

$300-350 for a party
$100 for an individual private show with "ttaditiooa1' costumes
SSO-80 for a funeral ceremooy

It is IlOt uncommon for the band's cachet ta be negotiated up until the minute the show starts.

At one concert 1witnessed, the entire band (minus the lcarl singer) was already on stage when

the lead singer, having judged that the crowd was too small, signalled from the back of the

concen venue for the band 10 quit playing and (eave. This gesture was intended as a public

message to the producer that he had not done a satisfactory job with regards to prornoting the

show. In addition to paying the band, the producer must also cover the rosts of promotions

($1-200 for an average concert), the equipment rentai ($100), and sometimes the rentai of the

spaœ, although in many cases bar owners make their money from selling beer to ticketpayiog

concengoers (figure 4.3].

29Froducen will also rank JI'OUPS according to their capacity ID sell albums: Fraoco: 130.000 cassettes
(1DInaIS d'or), Mayaula: BO.OOO.Zàko Laup Laup: 50-65,000, Raldy Amisi: 45-50,000. GcaeraI Defao:
30,000.



•

•

111111



•

•~.

For the last ten years, the young producer/promoter Lascony Balloux bas been one

of the most pennanent fixtures of the Brazzaville side of the Congolese music industry

[figure 4.4]. Even before the music of the Pool region was completely commerciaIized, there

was always a free tlow of musical personnel and ideas between the two capitals (Tchebwa

1996; Bemba 1985). Lascony has continued this tradition, especially in bis informai capacity

as the leading regional expert on questions of music distribution and marketing. As a young

adolescent he pursued studies in the area of action conunerciaJ, which he describes as

'''bringing the product to the consumer and bringing the consumer ta the prodUCl" Lascany

first warked on a professional basis as the assistant of Jean Pierre Gombe, the awner and

operator of Tamaris Records which was at that lime based in Brazzaville.

Under the supervision of Gombe, Lascony set up the first mobile cassette saIes

system, a system which he referred ta as the démarcheurs C'walkers'). Lascony's

'walkers' were equipped with a "Super Cassette" carrying case, matching hat and t-shirts,

and a rubberband on the arm for grouping series of cassettes. Vendors would literally pass

from door to door, neighborhood to neighborhood, a technique that was completely

unheard of for products of this type in Brazzaville. This apprœch was innovative not only

for the way that il attempted to bring the product in direct contact with the customer, but

also because vendors were trained in how to present arguments about the issue of piracy.

Vendors (mostly young men) were aise offered incentive prograrns in the form of

bcmuses. Lascony laler went on to work with Ndiaye, a Senegalese businessman who

(thanks primarily to Lascony) has become the primary cassette producer and distributor in

the region. In 1996, Lascony engineered the arrivai of state of the art equipment in cassette

duplication and packaging technology, a feal which gave Ets. Ndiaye a huge advantage

aver other distributors in the region, most of whom had become accustomed to duplicating

cassettes in Europe.

Perhaps feeling the cnmch from Brazzaville's dominance in the area of cassette

distribution, a group of Kinshasa-based producers joined forces in 1996 to form the

COZAPEDIM (Corporation zaïroise de Producteurs, Editeurs et Disquaires de la Musique).
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fig.4..4 Lascony BaJ'oux (center) and the sa'esmen from Etablissements Ndiaye (Brazzaville)
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The stated purpose of the Cozapedim was 10 proteet its members from the illegal sale or

distribution of their products. After fonning a charter and organizational structure for their

initiative, severa! of the members decided ta organize a parade-style tour of the 24 zones of

Kinshasa in order to register all cassette vendors with their organization, and ta raise

awareness about the value of cassettes and CDs as commercial and inteUectual property (figure

4.51. Among the initiatives tbey had planned, they were attempting ta put pressure on the

govemment (through the customs division) te raise the price of blank cassettes so that home­

made pirate cassette sales would then cost tao much to he of interest to consumers. At the

same lime.. they intended ta give formal recognition (a badge system) te ail cassette re­

distributors (sec below) as authorized vendors of original cassettes, a status which would

assure them preferential priees on original cassettes.

Their campaign, although relatively well-organized and certainly effective in attlaCting

people's attention, seemed to miss an important area of production (mobile vendors) since their

goal was ta contact and register stationary cassette vendors frOOl ail over the city. When 1was

interviewing one of the group's founding members, we were both surprised to see a mobile

vendor pass by the table wbere we were seated in a local bistro, and the producer was even

more surprised when l asked the vendar to sit down because [ wanted to see what he was

selling. This incident seemed to open up a faint dialogue between the producer and vendor,

though it was somewhat constrained by the vendor's mistrust of the producer and the

producer's embaJTassment for not having discussed these mobile vendors as the primary way

in which pimted cassettes are distributed throughout the city.
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The Bonom Falls Out

At sorne point in the 1970s~ the bottom began to fall out of the Congolese music

industry. 1was not fully aware of the truth of this often-heard statement until 1was put in a

situation where 1 myself was pushed to answer questions about the CUITent disanay of the

industry. Two European development worlœrs were visiting Kinshasa on vacation and asked

me where ail the i great music' was solda From my notes:

As we wen: crossing the street 1was explaining that the music scene is very active but the industry
itsdf is in shambles. 'Victoire used 10 he full of record stores, now there are less than S,' 1 said. They
couldn'( believe il. "This is Zaïre's 2nd biggest record stoœ,' (Bondowe Records] 1told them and they
seemed proud to have seen il. flold dIem about home-made cassettes, and how they domiuate the
market, and tbat the bottom of the market fell out with zaireaoilation and the arrivai of the cassette.
l'm not sure how 1came op with this, bUI il seemed 10 mate sense (Apr. 8, 1996).

A number of factors weot ioto the decline of records sales beginning in the mid-l97Os. Most

explanations of this phenomenon (from producers as weil as musicians) hint at the role of the

post-colonial state. Marnpala explained the situation in these tenns:

Since 1986 there's no more infrastructure, ifs bard to do business. In 1986 Mazadis closes, and
Franco goes to Europe. From theo on yon bave ta leave the COUDtry. You cao still malte music, but
you cao 't ·materialize' il. [In Kiosbœa] thae is plenty of inspiration. but DO materialization. Before
1973, wc uscd to seU millioos of records. In 1970 it was 1,500,000 per trimester.lt's not like Ihat
anymore (Mampala, Jan. 9, 1996).

ft is not only the general decline in political freedom and economic opportunity which

would characterize the economy of the 1980s (MacGaffey 1987: 41), but also the lack of

infrastructure, and the inability to maintain the Iittle infrastructure that was already in place.

Infrastructure in this context refers to the decaying industrial machinery (such as Mazadis), the

dubious copyrighDi office (wbich as 1discussed above was largely dysfunctional), and the

introduction of audio cassette technology in the 19708.30 This latter aspect would prove to he

30an the affeas and uses ofcassette tedmology in developin, c::œnomies, sec also Abu-Lughod (1990),
Diawara (1997), DI Maud (1993).
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the cruciallast blow te the already declining industry since audio cassettes could he easily

duplicated and distributed through Zaire's already well-developed informai networks of

exchange. The introduction of cassettes and cassette players meant that 1(>Cally produced music

would continue 10 be listened to (perhaps even more than before since cassettes are easily

copied and shared or sold), but il also meant that producers found il increasingly difficuJt to

malœ money from making music. The dectine in the number and quality of producers

completed the negative production feedhack lrop, and before long, musicians were leaving

Kinshasa en masse 10 make a living elsewhere. Music was still being procluced and consumed,

but suddenly there was a whole new layer of commercial agents whose presence removed the

incentive for music producers and musical artists alike:

The produœr doesn't break evea and he gets discouraged. AnislS have no more produœrs. There is a
reduction in the sound quality because of cassette pirates and the produœr will probably take lasses.
The problem is with the people lhat reproduce the music. We need judicial support iD order to combat
illicit reprodUdion and diffusion (M. Bassarila. ditutOl' of die Coo~Brazzavülecopyrights office,
BCDA. Aug. 10.1995).

Not only the advent of cassettes. but also the arrivai of 33 rpm records on the market made

buying records increasingly difficult for the average Zairean. Il was no coïncidence that during

this same period (early to mid-l980s) many groups began touring in Europe, often with the

hopes that they could record their music abroad and retum lo Kinshasa (or 10 Brazzaville. al its

elaborate state-nm studios LA.D.) to have it duplicated and disttibuted. In the second part of

this chapter, 1will look specifically al the various types of distributors and re-distributors that

move illegal cassettes across the city and throughout the country.
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Too Many Intennediaries, Too Few Brokers

The role of brokers and other types of intermediaries bas received little attention in

anthropology. Perhaps an analysis of the circuitous and multi-faceted networks which bring

together producers and consumers seems too daunting a task.31 In the context of the

following discussion, cultural brokers are of primary importance, for it is they who manage

the material and symbolic resources that constitute notions of taste (and thus value) in a given

society (c.f. Bourdieu 1984). Drawing from Steiner, 1see a cultural broker as someone who

demystifies demand for the producer and communicates some form of authenticity or cultural

identity to the consumer. In Appadurai's (1986) terros, the broker is that persan who in effect

makes taste through activities such as uenclaving" or udiverting". Jules-Rosette (1984) refines

the use of the lerm further by suggesting that brokers do not simply manufacture tasle, but that

taste is the result of a sort of three-way dialogue between producers, brokers and consumers.

Robert PdÎne (1971) makes a crucial distinction between 'broker' and 'go-between,' showing

that some intermediaries influence consumer taste while others simply read il For the

purposes of this discussion, 1see cultural brokers as those who engage in what 1will rerer to

as the management ofmeaning.

Before aniving te the field 1expected that 1would find an important number of cultural

brokers working in the area of music. Given the preliminary research [ had donc on cultural

brokers and the production of meaning (White 199&), 1was very interested in examining the

various ways that expressive fonns of culture are adopted and adapted for sale on the markel

To my surprise, 1found very few people that would qualify as cultural brokers in Kinshasa.

In fact, it was even difficult to rmd full-lime producers or promoters working in the area of

music. Given the sile and vilality of the local music scene, this absence was conspicuous 10

say the leasl With time, what 1 rea1ized is that the absence of cultural brokers per se is

31&1maaa points out abat Umusiall edmopaphics will inammsgly bave to exmùne die cboices paformcrs
worldwide make in IIlOVÎDI about the 8p11CeS betweeo the [JIobal] sySICID Di ils multiple eoviroDmeols" (1996:
474).
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interesting in and of itself, but it also points to the fact that cultural brokerage in a setting of

political and economic crisis such as that of Congo-Zaire, manifests itself in unexpected,

constrained ways.32 The absence of cultural brokers (in the strict sense of the term) was aIso

highlighted by the extremely large number of intermediaries or re-distributors in the market for

music. It is to this category of industry agents tbat 1 DOW tum.

"Official" Ourlets

Obviously not ail the music sold in Kinshasa is done on an illicit basis. While

~~official" outlets for popular music are not nearly as frequent as they were in the 19605 and

1970s, they do still exist and despite (or perhaps because 00 their limited number, they

continue to exert considerable influence on the local market for music. The primary oudets in

this category are located a stone's throw from the heart of Kinshasa's cultural and artistic

district, the ~Place des Artistes' al Rondpoint Victoire in Matonge. Only separated byone

other store, the two primary music stores (usually referred to as disquaires) in Kinshasa face

the same direction, offer roughly the same products and have a very similarclientèle.

Alamoulé is a bit more upscale with substantial viewing space and an elevated showroom,

while Bondowe cultivates aclaustrophobie ~music shack' atmospbere which it may he argued

adds to the intrigue about what cao he 'discovered' inside (c.r. Steiner 1994). It is certainly

more common 10 see famous musicians in front of Bondowe, but this May aIso be due to the

faet that the Bondowe staff is more actively involved in various areas of production and

321t could also be qucd that the ZaiJem st&te was the music's primary broker, DOt ooIy b",cause tbe Mobutu
regime WIed music aod dmœ .. a fmn of polilical propapada (KapIIaga 1989, and dl. 10). but alm ba:ause
of die way il co-opCcd popuIar musici.. iota its spheœ ofauthority (White 1997, !Ce a1so ch. 9 and dl. 10).
Some infOl'lDmts 8190 raocmbcr .-nadar paiods wbeD foràp music wu outlawed by the stale (9OIDdime in
the 19708) and wbcn die oaly local music al10wed on the radio wa music thal sung about the M.P.R. 1will
pursue Ibis topie furtbcr in f1lhlR n:scadI wbidl will attanpt to~ adtural poIiey UDder the coIooial
adIIIinisttatiOll with tbat of Mobutu t SODe-party SIaIe.
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promotion.33 As the primary place of distribution for new releases and hard to get 'oldies' re­

releases, these stores are also an important social space (lieu de rencontre) in which producers,

musieians and fans interact, and scrutinize each other's behavior and pracùces.

These stores carry ail types of locally produced music ('modem''tfolklore,

'religious', and imported styles from Jamaica, West Afri~ France, Belgium and the U.S.).

Most of what is sold is in cassette fonnat. A large selection of the 'modem' music section is

available on compact dise and this is the type of produet which is most prominently

displayed in the store. They also sell cassettes of music videos, live performance, local

comedie theater and imported feature films (mostly Hindi and American action films).

Compact dises and video cassettes are the most expensive products (usually $25 O.S.),

followed by 'modem't music original cassettes ($4-5 V.S.), thenfolklore and 'religious

music ($2-4 V.S.). In an "extremely good" week, a store of this type would he able to sell

up to 50Cl cassettes. In a "bad" week this figure cao go as lowas 250. An extremely good

product (take for example Koffi Olomide's V12 in 1995-96) could sell up to 30 CDs and

200 cassettes in the same length of time.

1n other parts of the cité there are not stores but music kiosques. These can he small

rented spaces, but are most often booths whieh are placed on main thoroughfares and are

occupied during the peak hours of traffic and 6circulation'. What is most remarkable about

these outlets is the extent la which their inventories reflect a growing interest in Iocally

produced Christian music (ch. 3, 9). 1 found one or two kiosques tbat sell both 'modem' and

6 religious' music, but the vast majority of these remote kiosque locations (there are perhaps

20-30 in ail) specialize in the increasingly available and increasingly professionaJ popular

religious music.J4 Cassette stands (étalages) [figure 4.6] can be found al certain key locations

33Thcre are several othcr music stores in Kinshasa. but they do IlOt bave ocar the saille sclcdion or customer
ttaffic as these two commcràally privilegcd sites. One is 0Il K.avubu SIRet. ntS the inta'Sediœ widl Croix
Rouge. the other is locaacd in Malonp also OB Kasavubu. A music store in Gombc (Ibe Music Box) eaten to
an dite dientele (mosdy expalriare) who purchase mainly CDs aod ae IJI[R ÏDlCRStai in importai music thm.
local music.
34According ta 100gb es1imates made in 1996, religions music makes op about 1>20% 0( the popular music
wbim is soId in Kinshasaat illY given time.
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fig.4.6 Semi-mobile display unit (étalage) for sale and re-sale of original cassettes
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which are bath nodes of commercial activity and important transportation bubs (Matonge, the

grand marché, Lemba, Kitambo Magasin, Bandai, Ndjili, and Masina).

Pirates and Re-Disnibutors

The spread of Congolese popular music has c1early been lied 10 new forros of

recording and audio reproduction teehnology, especially cassettes. As with many industries in

Zaïre, a large percentage of the trade in music happens outside of officially registered economic

activity (MacGaffey 1991). During a period of increasing economic hardship, the cassette

medium makes music one of the most affordable forms of leisure for Congolese consumers.35

The market for Congolese music in Europe is considerable, but by far the largest numbcr of

cassettes are sold within Africa My research suggests that much of the music's production is

controlled by Africans living outside of the region, primarily in Paris, but also in Brussels and

Brazzaville. Production companies sueh as Syllart Production (Paris), Anita Ngapy & Clesh

(Paris), Aash Diffusion Musique (Paris), Camara Sound (Paris), Editions B. Mas (?drls),

Tamaris (PeuisiBrauaville), Etablissements Ndiaye (Brazzaville), and Bono Musique

(Brazzaville) are owned and operated by Africans (in many cases non-Congolese) whose

operations are not hampered by their distance from the Kinshasa music scene.

Distribution, on the other hand, occurs in a much more decentralized fashion, with a

multitude of re-producers (bath local and global) making a living from the sale of pirated audio

and video cassettes. In this situation, what we are faced with is Dot the mass..production of a

cultural product~ but its mass-distribution. Re-producers, who range from large, commercial­

scale (usually international) cassette pirates 10 homemade cassette copiers and individual

itinerant street vendoIS, can be seen as the key 10 the music's spread, but they are perceived by

35rn the mid-l990s ao original, loaIIly produœd cassette cost approximalc1y $5.00 V.S amd aapact dises,
wbcre available, somewbae arouad 525.00 U.S. Pirah:d or bome-madc cawues couId he found for die
cquivaleot of about 51.00 U.S.
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most people (and especially by musicians) as profiteers, since none of the money theyeam

actually returns to the artisl "The problem with zairean music is that the artist makes bis music

and someone else sells it, so he never makes any money. He makes the music but doesn't

benefit from the fruit of bis labor" (Bruno Kasonga, June 22, 1995).

Before entering into a detailed discussion of the infonnal exhange networks of the

market for Congolese music, 1should distinguish between various types of products and

players. First.. it is important to make a distinction between original cassettes and pimted

cassettes. Original cassettes are those produced either by the musician or by someone who

bas obtained a legallicence ta reproduce and distribute the finished product Pirated cassettes

usually take one of two forms, what 1cali the original pirate (a cassette which gives the

appeanmce of being an original one) and the home-made cassette (which looks like a cassette

which has been copied on a home stereo system). Original pirate cassettes (often printed with

one-fold, poorly printed color cassette sleeves) are those which are most often sold by large­

scale commercial pirates. Home-made cassettes (on inexpensive Korean blank cassettes wilh

song tit1es written by band) are the domain of local re-distributors who are also technically

pirates, but who deaJ in much smaller numbers than the intemationally-based commercial

cassette pirates.

Fighting Pirates with Fire

Since the mid-l980s when the business of pirating Congolese music was booming in

many parts of sub-Saharan Mrica.. there have been considerable efforts in the Pool Region

(long considered the capital of Central Mrican dance music) ta crack down on the sale of

illegally produced cassettes. In response to this pressure, the majority of large...scale cassette

pimtes have since left their bases in Brazzaville and Kinshasa. Ali tbat remains is the
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occasional shipment of original pirated cassettes from somewhere in West Africa or Southeast

Asia where the pirates have relocated. Despite the fact that most of the large-scale pirates no

longer live in the country, producers and musicians still perceive the activities of pirates as a

threat to theic Iivelihood. Il is also true, however, that sorne of the industry's most ootorious

cassette pirates have since become the industry's most important producers and distributors

(Syllart, Ndiaye, ete.). And it is often these individuals who speak out the most strongly

against the problem of piracy.36

Most of the producers 1spoke with each had staries about encounters with commercial

cassette pirates. Sacrates (Bandowe Productions) told the story of what happened ta an album

he produced for Bana O.K:

Mter we did all the work we œalized the cassettes bad mold in them so we bad to redo the prodUCI. Il
cost a lot of money, but wbat really messes us op is the pirates. 1arrested a Guinean guy. a company
caIIed EBa. He pirated tell different a1bwns hue, wilh saews and was selling them for 25.000 NZ
[one-tbird the priee orthe origiual].37 We brougbt him to coun in the end of Seplember. The
mistake he made is tbat he didott Imow that BABI [the production oompany] had a lep here in Kin. He
uied to calm me dowa, 'Oh, my friend. we cao work this out. wc cao fiod a solution. If we work
together. we cao make a lot of IDOIICYt' blah blah h1ab. We Q)Dfiscated all bis cassettes. 1.547 in the
store alone. and had bim arrested. Thejudge wanted us to seide out of court sa [ told him to pay the
money 1 owed to Bana OK.• S2.000. and to pay me damage of 53.000 (Socrates. Dcc. 21. 1995).

Similar events happened in Brazzaville where the local copyrights office (BeDA) was

conducting aggressive anti-pirate campaigns since 1983 (Bassarila, Aug. 10, 1995). There the

first laid on pirates lOOk the fonn of a city-wide sweep that happened in the spaœ of two-three

days and involved not arrest, but steep fines payable immediately. A similar campaign in

Pointe-Noire (Congo-BrazzaviJle's main coastal city) brought in 10,000 Pirated cassettes in

one day. At a highly publicized international copyrights meeting in Lome in 1991, industry

specialisas attending the meeting were invited to witness the arrivai of an illegal shipment of

cassettes from Hong Kong which belonged 10 a Nigerian named Kinwani. The packaging was

360ne cassette disCributor is said ta have lun:d ocba' piraIes ÏDta buyinl piraIcd poduds 8Dd tbco ta bave bad
tbem matai for se1ling ilIeSai goods. This kind of consolic*ioo slralegy sccms to he œmmon amoos
iDdustry playas.
37Cassettes with aews are geacraUy caueues œhigber quality and Ibos~ nRIy used wim pirate
productions. Checkinl for screws is orIen die bat way 10 dclamiae if the aIIlCtte is pirated or not.
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ripped open~ the cassettes were conftrmed to he pirates and they were bumed for the cheering

crowd (ibid). Similar bumings are said to have accurred in Brazzaville and Kinshasa.

While publicity events such as these and a stepped-up surveillance of the commercial

pirates certainly seems to have curbed pirate activity in the region., most producers agree that

pirates are still present38 Pressure from local authorities bas meant that they either invest more

money in their duplication procedure (to make the cassettes more closely resemble originals) or

that they simply sell different pirated products within Congolese borders. Congolese producers~

however~ are only concemed with pirated cassettes when originals are products of their own.

Regardless of their intentions, these campaigns have certainly raised awareness among the

general public. Customers approaching cassette vendors will often examine the cassette and its

casing to see if they cao determine whether or not the cassette is pimted. An astonishing number

of potential customers will ask the question directly: "C~est piraté ça?" ('ls tbis a pinlte?') The

answer, of course~ is always no. Various local producers 1spoke with even suggesled tbat the

anti-pimte campaigns had a tangible effeet on consumer buying habits: '·People start ta Iike

quality nown it was explained 10 me (Bokilo~ Sept. 14, 1995).

But probably the mast effective method of dealing with pirates is the increasingly

popular approach of pre-sales negotiation. The most-widely pirated artists (Koffi Olomide and

Papa Wemba) followîng the lead of Senegal's Youssou N'dour~ have begun striking deals

with local and regional pirates before albums are officially released. The artist authorizes

particular pirate produeers to copy and sell a certain limited number of pirated cassettes al a

significantly reduced priee. This gives the anist a guaranteed wide~ low-cost distribution of bis

work and gives the distributor the comfon of not baving to wony about being arrested. For

sorne musicians, pirate-based distribution networks are the most reliable and the most

inexpensive means of disseminating their music (IP. Busé, personal communication). As

musicians begin to realize that they cannot relyon the state to proleCt their livelihood or their

38rhae -= also reports 0( local police or miIitary (DOt nea:slNB'ily rapoasible for caforciog copyright laws)
bapbazardly J.assingloc:al aDSCUe veudon md dueaIcoinlro anal tban for selliDg piraIe casscacs UDless
they apee to pay a 'caselte lB· or SOlDe odIer sort 0( improviscd flue.



property, they increasingly seek out solutions such as these, which bypass the

intermediaries of the state or commercial eHtes.

The Re-Distributors

AIÛlough the majority of kiosques and cassette stands are official outlets for

cassettes, Many of them sell pirated cassettes as weil. Furthennore, there is a subset of

cassette stand vendors, those who sell al the grand ,narché, that sell ooly home-made pirate

cassettes. In this section 1am primarily concemed with smalI-scale vendors (especially

cassette stand vendors) who have enough inventory 10 remain stationary, but not enough

inventory or financial means to merit a kiosque or record store. As 1 will show below,

their actions are an important part of the feedback loop between musicians and conumers,

• and tbey play an impot1ant (though controversial) role in the music's dissemination across

popular public spaces. While large-scale cornmercially pirated cassettes still exist, their

number and frequency bas been limited by the anti-piracy campaigns 1discussed above,

and by the faet tbat even original pirate cassettes are expensive for the average Kinois. 39

At the end of a long clay following around Sacrales, the manager of Bondowe

Records, 1mentioned that 1 would like at sorne point 10 meet some cassette pirates. "Vou wanl

to meet the pirates?" Sacrates asked eagerly. "['11 introduce you 10 a pirate. When do you

want to go?" [suggested that follo\\ing day and he answered, "10:30 okay?" Socrates \Vas

wonderful this way. He was one of these people with a permanent smile on his face and he

sometimes chased after ms thoughts, which were obviously too quick to verbalize. When he

agreed to introduce me 10 one of the pirates, [ did not know exactly what to expect, but 1 knew

it would be good. We arrived at the central market (le grand maTche) lale the next aftemoon.

•""",. 39Jn most cases pirated cassettes are only slighdy more expensive than locally produœd home-made
cassettes. usually coming in al 50,000 ~L in 1996 or about S2 C.S.
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Socrates not ooly had a car but he also had access ta a private parking space al the police

station a few hundred yards away from the entrance 10 the market C'The car used to belong

to a general", he explained). We walked brisldy to the center of a large section of vendors

who sold nothing but cassettes. The person we came 10 see was the only one sitting

down, by far the taJlest and most well-fed of the group. He was sharply dressed with an

American style polo shirt, khakis, severa! gold chains and large Ray-bans. UTito, this is

Monsieur Bob. He's our friend. He wanted to see how you work." He looked over the

nm of bis glasses and tilted down his head as we shook bands. Socrates left me on my

own and we agreed to meel again in the days 10 come.

Tito's "specialty''', like the other 20 or sa vendors with which he shared this

section of Kinshasa's central market.. was somewhat difficull to characterize. His cassette

stand, which was one of the larger ones in the area, displayed not only recent issue and

used original cassettes, but also original pirate cassettes, home-made cassettes and used

COS as weil. Some of his colleagues specialized in home-made cassettes or in used French

and American pop music, but most of the vendors around him combined the saJe of

different products to make a living from their trade [figure 4.7]. Tito not ooly had one of

the prime corners of the cassette section., but he a1so had two assistants, a portable radio

player for customers to ·verify' their purchase, and a small collection of home-made video

cassettes (primarily imported commercial films). He gave me his chair, the only real perch

in this part of the market, and a1though 1was embarrnssed by the attention my presence

seemed 10 be attrncting, 1 was ecstatic to finally be in the middle of what seemed like the

hub of music sales in Kinshasa. Just before 5:00 p.rn. (not long after 1arrived) severa!

vendors began to pack up their cassettes in the carton boxes behind their stands and

dismount the floursack parasols which ooly partially protected them from the indifferent

rays of the city sun.

We agree to go for a beer nearby and as we cross the market 1am amazed at the way

• that Tito moves through tbis very dense collection of people and things. From my notes:

~.
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He's a good goy. Speaks frieodly to people and very respecûul with oId ladies. We go to bis storage
space, we aoss the mountain of garbage, the smeli of rorting vegetables and tin cans everywhere. We
continue past something that he himself calIed alaire, then down the paved street out of Gambe into
Kinshasa [two diffeœnl urban zones], past a West African vendor to a smaII bidden ngtDia [open-air
privale bistro]. just arter the Kasaï freight company. Tito says he prefers ngatdas to nigblclubs. More
economical, betler ambienœ. He wu obviously a regular here
(Jan. 7. 1996).

As usual the cold beer seemed weU-deserved and it suddenly relt as if 1had passed from work

to leisure. Even if 1had wanted to speak about the reason for my visil, 1am not sure 1wouId

have been capable. Instead we talked aimlessly about music and travel and there was no

shortage of things to say. After seven or eight large cups of peanuts and just as Many beers,

Tito helped me find a taxi and we agreed te meet in the market the next day. When 1arrive the

nextday, Tito's assistants are almast finished setting up bis stand and Tito sets me up on the

perch once again. He seems to have understood tbat 1want to understand how they operate,

and that the best way for me to do sa is to observe. As the first few customers stroll by his

stand, he begins to work bis magic: "Good moming, friend, howare yeu today? What would

you like to seer In mast cases the passersby seem 10 be drawn in against their will. They are

usually young men (18-35), carrying a plastic sac with powdered milk or soap, and they Sland

in front of Tito's displays holding their neck, contemplating Tito's impressive collection of

new and used cassettes.

Tito's display usuaIly includes approximately 100 original cassettes (placed facing the

customer on a vertical backdrop), about 50 home-made cassettes (kept al the foot of the

backdrop ammged with the spine showing in their original cartons) and 4-5 cassettes of

'traditionaJ' music (jollclore, usually arranged with the home..made cassettes).40 ln this section

of the market there are anywhere from 15-20 cassette vendors with stands who have more or

less similar displays, although among variety vendors Tito is one of the largest and most

prominent. The two vendors that specialize in home-made cassettes are located directly beside

Tito and they have 3-4 limes the number of cassettes on display, ail of which are laid fiat on a

4Oralou lUOIds trdtional music bimsclf in the ......and mmiaps he aucads.
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table ammged alphabetically by artist and name of the album [figure 4.8].41 Cassette prices

vary according to quality and type~ but even taking ioto account price hagg1ing~ priees in the

beginning of 1996 are relatively standard:

original cassettes:
used original cassettes:
original pirate cassettes:
home-made cassettes:

85-95,000 NZ. a linle lcss than $4.00 V.S.
60-65,000 NZ. about 52.50 li.S.
50.000 NZ. about 52.00 V.S.
30,000 NZ, about 51.25 V.S.

On any given day~ the number of cassettes sold al one stand seems ta he about 30. Tito~s

assistants are also responsible for selling cassettes~ but Tito handles the majority of money

transaCtions. Customers are allowed to listen to the cassette before purchasing~ but Tito will

usually onJy play sections of sangs in order to preserve the batteries as long as possible. His

assistants spend most of their time ammging~ dusting and manually rewinding (with a pencil)

the cassettes that customers listen to, but do not buy.

Although Tito is reluClant to admit it, the business of selling cassettes in 1995-96

Kinshasa is not an easy one. When 1asked him about the first cassette vendors in Kinshasa he

speke about them (and the period) with a certain sense of nostaJgia:

The oId guys tba1 sold cassettes slarted in 1975 or '76. They were mosdy Angolao...Vieux Dobr,
Babi, Pele•...Doyen. PoUin•..Geanl When 1 saw what they were doing that's when 1 got slarted.
They did weil for themselves. They used 10 malte the cassettes at their homes 00 Trois-Zed (a large
thoroughfare). No competition in tbose days, 50 zaïres for a 33 rpm! It was good then (Jan. 7. 19(6).

Even today the most suecessful vendors of home-made cassettes are of Angolan origine These

vendors, known as wholesalers (grossistes), do not occupy stands al the market but il is from

the market that they conduct their primary business. After a week or two of showing up al

Tito's stand al difrerent times during the day, 1 IlOtiCed a crowd of mobile vendors huddled

around a man holding a calcuJator and a notepad.

41Many albums do DOt have IUDCS and Ihus .-e refmed ta by the most popuI. SOIIg on the album.



•

•

mt
"·
-- -.,.jÂ~ -

,1~;..
-~.: .~ - .~ .



196

Il is the grossiste. He's selling to the mobile vendors and they are all massed around

mm trying to gel their orders filled. 1stop for a second 10 wateh over their shoulders. "Oui

Monsieur le blanc?" one of the vendors asks playfully. ~Te. Nazo tala kaka' They chuckle

and tum away, repeating what 1said in Lingala42 1 look clown and 1cao't understand

anything. There is money going toward the person sitting in the middIe, but the exact

tmnsaetion is blurry. Ail of this money is coming in and he is clumping it up in his hands. In

the opposite direction, cassettes are being distributed. From my notes:

He's handing them out lite ils Christmas. caUing out the oame: "Prudence...V12...Super Chac..A vis
de Recherche". There's always a raker. bUl yon can't teU wbich cassette is which. only he seems to
know. He goes lhrough die SKC [Koreao CMsette manufacturer) box with no apparent order. He opens
a package of ten. pulls oUlone casselte al a time (they're not labeUed on the spine). Each one or the
dozen kids standing around bas a dump of bills in bis bands. He also bas an old spons bag with ripped
zippers and lired velcro. He hears the cassette he wants and he waves the 16.000 NZ [aboul.64 U.S.)
in the wholesaler's directioo. After each purchase he gels bis next 16,OOOready. One veodor bas a card
in bis band. He's holding il behind bis car so he cao gel bis other shoulder in to sec the action. On bis
card (a ripped section of a SKC cassette carton) be bas written the agbt cassettes be's looking f~ and
the total amouot of mooey he plans to speo.d. 135,000 NZ. When it is bis tum to buy. the 16.000
(eaves bis band and the cassette enters wim one gesture. Noah [the wholesaler] is very cool. No
arguments, no discussion, jusl cassettes going out and money coming in (March 7. 1996).

1recognize sorne of the mobile vendors. My favorite is (ironically) one who caUs

himself "Le Blanc'" and who often works the area around the American Cultural Center where 1

worked part-time as an English teacher. After a few purchases, be looks down at his money,

kind of couoting, kind of leafing through il ·'Ah, mbongo eza te, nzambe'" ('God, there's

never enough money'). Noah is still going, one cassette after another. He looks up al me and

smiles. 1smile back. It looks as if he is going 10 sell the eolire box of 200 home-made

cassettes. A vendor named Rasta is standing next to me waiting for bis final cassettes.

Someone asks who the white guy is and he explains in a calm, self-assured voice, "Au massa

na biso. Aye komona boulot" ('He's a friend. He came ta see our work'). 1did IlOt know

Rasta personally, but we had seen each other around Tito's stand and this was enough for him

42Exdalges 1ikc tbis ODe were common in whïch people who did not know me would addn:ss me in FrmdI as
'Mr. White Mm'. Usual.ly for shock value 1would respmd in terse casuallinplaphrases (in this cumple '6No
dumks. rm just l00kiDg·') 10 let tban know tbat 1 w. DOt a tourist.
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to defend me. After he gets bis last cassette, he moves aver 10 the area where the cassette

sleeves are located. Nœh's brother is working with one vendor at a lime, selecting the

corresponding cassette sleeves which were removed during taping sa that the song titles could

he indieated [n some cases, there are more cassettes than sleeves and Noah will write the

song tilles by memory on a spare cassette sleeve.

Mobile vendors and their customers usually identify home-made cassettes by the

particular handwriting on the cassette. If they recognize the handwriting as that of one of

severaJ wholesa1ers, they know that the quality of the cassette is to sorne extent guaranteed.

While he is re-assembling bis cassettes and sleeves, Rasta tums to me and says,

°1bese are the best quality. Il doe8n'( matter wbal the cassette player is like, these always sound good.
That's why we buy from Noah. Ether Noah or Serge. those are the two."

"Good cassettes. ehT l _k.
"Good cassettes, man."

After the last few venders have left, Nœh motions for bis brother to bring another

chair (for me) and asks me what kind of soda l would like 10 drink. 1sit down and ask him a

few questions about what he does. He usually arrives in the moming al about 8:30 and by

10:00 bis eotire box of cassettes (up 10 200) are sold Those that are not sold are usuaJly

special orders that he will hold on to for particular customers. He bas a book in which he

records special orders and credit agreements with certain regular customers whom he feels he

can trust (usually not more than seven-eight people). He explains tbal he bas four people that

duplicate cassettes al home (mosdy al night) and that he has relatively good cassette dubbing

equipment (several tape to tape home stereo units hooked up in series).

After 1 retum to my perch9 Tito seems wonied that 1was gooe9 but is reassured

when 1tell bim that 1was talking with Noah. 1sit down and try to figure bow Noah makes

a living. A package of ten blank cassettes retails for 140,000 NZ or 14,000 NZ per cassette.

He cao probably get the priee down 10 100,000 (about $4.00 U.S.) since he purchases them

in large quantities. He sells them for 169000~ making 6,000 NZ per unit and probably

selling 200-250 cassettes every day. At this rate he would mate between 1,200,000 ...
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1,500,000 NZ per clay (about $50-60 V.S.). At $50 per day (excluding Sundays) he would

make around $1500 per month, or about $18,000 per year, give or take some for his staff,

transport and equipment maintenance. This is a large sum of money considering that the

GDP per capita for Zaïre in 1992 was $380 (UNDP 1993). This informai calculation not

ooly gives an idea of the salary of someone who can he considerecL al least in local lerms, a

well-placed re-distributor, but it aise gives a general idea about the number of home-made

cassettes that are sold on a regular basis in Kinshasa (Noah is one of ooly about five

wholesalers in the capital) and how they circulate.

"We Eat Behind the Musicians"

Once they leave the grand marché, individuaJ mobile vendors are completely on their

own. The venders who remain stationary in the centIal market are certainly more vulnerable

because their inventory is both larger and more valuable per unit (since they sell oot only

original cassettes but also video cassettes and even some CDs). The vendors that specialize in

home-made cassettes are the ooly true volume retailers. Since their aetivity is officially

recognized as illegaJ, one would expect them to sell in smaller amounts in the case that tbey

would oeed to run from police or Soneca raids. In practice, however, raids of this type rarely

accur and these vendors display their products like mast other vendors, taking up just as much

space, if not more.43 Mobile vendors (ambulants), however, are faced with a very different

professional situation. Their mobility, which in some sense gives them the advantage 10 bring

their product directly to the consumer, can also he seen as a disadvaotage. As mobile

mercbanls, they are much more visible bya greater number of people, especially people in

43üne stralegy ta avoid beiDg punued is the fact that tbey spccialize mainly ia ~IOIden oldies' (melWiJl~s dM
passi) wbidi are mudlless oootentious Ibm oewly or lUCIlIIy~n:lcasc:d albums. 1do DOt Iœow if lbese vendon
wOlk with œmmen:ial pamits. but 1U8U1De Ihat ail the veadon in Ibis arœ are n:quired to pay reguI_ ~lips'

(pourboire) ID load police in excbaoge for Ibeir iaaIteotiœ to the pirate C8ISdte8 wbich are sometimes soId
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positions of authority such as unpaid soldiers or police officers. Add to this the fact tbat most

ambulants deal almost exclusively in home-made cassettes (for lack of resources) and what we

are presented with is a business which is bath risky and unpredictable.

Most mobile cassette vendors are young men between the ages of 15-25 who, having

sorne degree of secondary education, have taken to selling cassettes as a part-lime means of

generating an incarne. In fac~ Many of the mobile vendors 1met were also students (sorne

university) and were using cassette sales to pay for their school fees and materials. Mobile

vendors are limited in their mobility. Most vendors work in a particular neighb3rhood and in

that neighborhood ooly. This is important in order for them to establish contacts in the public

places where they soHeit customers (bars, cafés, rerail shops) and also with local authorities.

One vendor explained that it is important to work the same tenitory in case the customer bas a

problem with the cassette and needs a rerund or exchange. For obvious reasons, vendors are

usually concentrated in areas which have a high concentration of commercial activity. In some

sectors of the city vendars are organized into informai vendor associations (association

d'ambulants). It is difficult to estimate the number of vendors for the city of Kinshasa, nol

ooly because vendors must remain discreet, but aise because selling cassettes on the street is a

job which many young men do intermittendy or when theyare in need of additional cash. But

judging from certain key sectors, 1would estimaœ there to he from 200-500 mobile vendors in

Kinshasa at any given time.44

Depending on the neighborhood and the vendor's lucle and charm, vendors who sell

home-made cassettes can hope 10 sell up to ten cassettes in the space of one day. In 1996, ten

cassettes was considered 'a good day', five-six was about average, at four the vendor begins

to get discouraged and there are some days when he can sell one, lWO, or no cassettes at ail.

Ven(f(lIs with more experience remember being able to sell30+ cassettes in one day. "Before

44ne largest veudor &'Isocialiœ 1round ('Ecurie SKC") was based in Malooge. geoaally amsidcred 10 be the
most importaDt urbaD zooe in laIDS ofmusic production and COIISUIDpIioo. Manbers Dumbcred approximalely
20 and mcetiDp \Vere hcld 011 a monthly or bi-lIIOOlbly b&sis. 1 was DOt able to attcDd any meetings of tbis
sort. but 1was lold tbat meeting agenda indudcd decting offiœrs. discussiDg devdopmeots in the associaliOll'S
taritory and orpoiziDg rdalïDg saviogs.
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we didn't even have to move around. People wouId buy ten cassettes just lilœ that. But that

was before the riots. After the rials, the bottom fell out" ('ça a chuté') (Agostino, Mar. 12,

1996). The asking price for home-made cassettes is usually around 50,000 NZ ($2 V.S., or

about three limes what was paid), but Most vendors will 'let them go' for as law as 30-35,000

NZ. Original cassettes, which at that time could he purchased al the central market for 85­

90,000 NZ, would he bargained down from the initial asking price of 120,000 NZ. For a

good vendor it was possible to clear (after transport and food) about $5 V.S. per day, totalling

approximately $100 O.S. per month, which is a decent incarne for most students in Kinshasa.

VendOŒ exPiain that the majority of what they seU is recent releases (nouveautés).

Most vendors will carry about four-five cartons of cassettes (50 units) and the majority of

thase will he rccent releases (60%). The rest will he primarily 'golden oldies' (vielleries or

merveilles du passe) from either the classic rumba years or the early bits of the third generation

(Zaiko Langa Lang~Thu Zaina, Los Nickelos, etc.). A particularly good nouveauté will

continue 10 sell for about tbree-six months. A small handfuJ of rare exceptions will continue ta

sell over a period of years: "Mayaula nous a fait manger" (The record by Mayaula 'put food

on our table '). Certain vendors have strategies which enable !hem ta increase their sales.

Agostino, a student at the University of Kinshasa, gives credit to bis customers. He gives out

about 30 cassettes a day, selling 15, giving away the rest on credit and collecting payment on

another 15 which were previously given on credit Agœtino is a1so one of the few vendors to

circulate with a portable cassette player, a tool which gready facilitates sales.45

Re-distribulOrs are obviously aware of the faet that their activities are looked down

upon musicians and producers. Ilo Pdblo, founder of bika Familia Dei and himself a

producer, would occasionally summon a roving vendor in arder to see what he was selling and

to get an idea of what was popuJar al tbat lime ("ce qui marchait bien"). Mœt vendors,

however, immediately recognizing 110 Pclblo, acted as if they did not bear his cali, and

4Srhe mobile vendors l spoIœ with sccmed to he the most SCDSilive to diffcreoces in COI1SUIIICI' buying habits.
severa! veDdors wae able to give de.expl8D8IÏOII8 0(wha kind ofpeople plâmal wbat kiDd ormusic, aod
because Ibeir sales depeDded OB a ÏDteraclive relalioaship witb œstœlCl'S, tb&=y oftal had a fmcly tuDed scase of
wbat w. popular (or DOt) atany pvm tÎIDC.
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continued nervously in the opposite directioo, usually speeding up thcir pace somewhat Re­

distributors in general, stand vendoIS as weil as mobile vendors, are quick to defend their

choice of income-generating activity: "We do a lot of advertising for musicians. If we weren't

here, people wouldn't be able 10 afford this music" (c.f.. Waterman 1990: 151). And in sorne

cases, people would not even he able to find the music, since very often mobile vendoTS offer

bard 10 find popular music from years pasto Tito once told me, "We promote l.airean music

much more than the stores do." lt is true that re-distributors do not sell anywhere near the

same volume of cassettes as commercial pirates, but il cao he argued that these local vendors

bave made it very difficult for legal musical products to be sold at a cost which provides

incentive to producers. ln the \Vords of one mobile vendor, ~'Nous mangeons derrière les

musiciens" ('we cal behind the musicians').

Music Finances Other Activities

Apart from urban mobile vendoTS, there is a special category of mobile vendors which

opemtes over much greater distances. Often shuttling back and forth between Kinshasa (or

other major urban centers) and the diamond-producing regions of Kasai in southem Congo or

the borderland area between Congo and Angola, Many diamond tIaders have taken up the

practice of buying large quantities of cassettes 10 sel) for seed mœey for other activities.46

Throughout my research 1collected a series of stories about people that would leave Kinshasa

with approximately 5-700 cassettes (mosdy originals), a suitcase or two of other bard to obtain

consumer goods such as clotbes, pharmaceutical products, and electronic equipment, and

arrive to urban areas in diamond-trading œgions ta sell their goods for extremely high

46for detailcd desaiptiœs of the poIitiaJ md meaning of diamood trdng culture in the AngoIa-Cœgo border
regioo. sec tbe work of Filip De Boedt (1998a; 1998b).
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returns.47 According to Tito, sorne ofhis regular clients wouJd purehase as many as 700

original pirate cassettes and 3,000 home-made cassettes before going on a trip of anywhere

from three-six weeks. One such trader, Césaire, would start by buying clothes and cassettes

in Brazzaville, and wouJd eventually end up in Angola where he sold his goods for five-ten

limes the priee he paid. With the moneyearned from this uading activity, he would buy up

cheap diamonds ("People OOn't know whatdiamonds are worth. They're poor and there's a

war going on there.") and bring them back to sell for huge mark-ups at the diamond counters

in Kinshasa. Thus he left with music and clothes, and retumed with precious gems. In this

context music cao he seen as a springboard for bigger business ventures.

But other businesses cao serve as springboards for a career in music as weil. A

number of well-known music producers began their careers by selling cloth or designing

clothes. Papa Dimittiou ran a geneml store in LeopoldviUe in the 1940s and 1950s in which he

specialized in wrap-arounds (pagnes) and other kinds of clotho ft was his earnings from tbis

trade that enabled mm to invest in one of the first recording studios in the region. Alamoulé

(Alamoulé Productions) was first introduced to music when a friend asked if he could use his

c10thing store space te sell sorne of bis records. This friend laler coovinced Alamoulé to go

into business as a record producer (éditeur de disque) and record disttibutor (disquaire), and

today Alamoulé owns of the two largest music stores in the capital. Sidony (Sid Music) in

Brazzaville began as a cloth relailer and from that occupation saved up enough Money to start

producing local bands. Serge Mayembo, the owner of an elite clothing store in Brazmville's

expensive downtown district, first became involved in music through bis association with

Papa Wemba. According to Mayembo, he was driving Wemba around Italy (where Mayembo

had bis first clothing store) during a European tour and Wemba bought a suit from mm. The

first show Mayembo produced (some 1S years later) was Wemba's 1995 tour of Congo­

Brazzaville.

47Qoe tœIer toId me he could sometimes scIl ODe origiDal œsscuc for the priee ofSSO U.S. Even with
UDCOIltroUabie iaflaIiOll in the tqÏOD. dUs figure seems hi~ but 1do not doubt thal he w. able to make Ihn:e­
four IilDCS the aJIt of the cassc:uc ($12 -SIS) UDdu œnain an:umslaDœs.



203

Cultural Brokers and Political Economies

In the Belgian Congo, the first brokers of the musical style were non-Congolese. The

owners of the first studio houses (ch. 2) brought together musicians ta play in their studios,

and in some cases even acted as musical ammgers (especially?dpa Dimittiou). But it was not

long before several Congolese began 10 distinguish themselves as cultural brokers in their own

right. In this category the most obvious example from the colonial period was the manager­

organizer-musician Henri Bowane.48 According to those that knew him, Bowane had a natural

gift for speaking to people and influencing their opinions. Roitelet daims mat Bowane was the

person who convinced Papa Dimitriou (Loningisa) to go into the business of producing and

selling records. He tater went to see Antonopolos (Esengo) for the same reason. He also

apparently acted as a ltind of talent scout for several recording houses. Not only did he

discover Franco and the guitarist Dewayon~ but also Roitelet and Rossignol. Fitting with bis

image as a connaisseur of talent, Bowane was known as someone who himself ~·jouait à la star"

Cplayed the star'). Memories of Bowane usually describe him sbarply dressed and driving

around town in a flashy Chevrolet Impala:

Thal he (Bo.ce] comes again. illiterale but very inldJigcnt. If he had beeo to Harvard he would he
president of Zaire, he b.ad LeopoldviUe ealing out of bis bands. He came to look for me and Nino. to
show os the studio to play with a group of musiciaos. You had 10 he very good or very luclty to meel
a goy like this (Essous, Aug. 29. (995).

The most well-known of the Congo's musical cultural brokers is probably Verckys

(Vévé). Most likely the closest thing that bire ever had 10 a media moghul~ Verckys was the

first Congolese to organize a completely integrated musical industry environment: a 24-traek

studio~ a record-pressing factory equipped with a galvaooplastic uni~ a printing press in four

rolors and the possibility of duplicating cassettes. In addition to bis own record label (Editions

48mitially DI08t well-knowo. a gui"st extraentioaireut siDger-sooplÎter wilh Weodo.
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Vévé) and musical instruments, he also provided musical equipment for Many of the new

generation of musicians in Kinshasa during the 1970s. Originally a musician himself, Verckys

is known for having brought togetller sorne of the best unknown young musicians and

molding them into national celebrities (Les Frères Saki, Lipwa Lipwa, and Shama Shama

among others) as weil as for bis entrepreneurial influence on other young groups of the time

(Zaiko Langa Langa being the best example). His still at predicting hit sangs, bis teehnical

expertise as a self-trained sound engineer, and an acute business sense earned him a good deal

of money and a position of privilege in the Kinshasa music scene of the 1970s and 1980s.

Sinœ Verckys there have been very few full-lime professionals working in music promotion,

and this conspicuous absence of indigenous entrepreneurs has had serions implications for the

production of music in the region.49

For my final example 1 will discuss a more recent case, that of Gaby Shabani, owner

and operalor of Shabani Records. Shabani, the son of a military officer and businessman,

began working with music while he was living in Gennany. After sorne limited success with

importing Zairean music into Germany, he decided 10 "retum to the source" and continue bis

career in Kinshasa ACter eight years in Germany, he had leamed a great deal about the music

industry and how it operates, al least in a European setting. He became especially inlerested in

audio-visual technology and brought back sorne technical expenise in audio-visual production.

So that when he organized bis production company it had a strang emphasis on visnal media

His company would focus not only on the production of music videos, but a1so on video-based

advertising for the growing nomber of private television stations in the city. [n tenns of

musical production, he started to recruit several up and ooming young music groups and began

to work as a local distributor and concert promoter for severallarge acts that pass through

Kinshasa from lime to time. Not œ1y does Shabani work full-lime (almost exchœively in

audio-visual productiœ), but in 1996 he also managed a team of five full-tîme employees

49verckys bas since Icft music aud curraldy opaaICS an cxdusive bakay in downtown Kins"" as weil. a
glossy weckly newspapcr on œ1ture md politiaa in the capital.
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(administration, promotions, and production), aspects that make bis activities unique in

Kinshasa.SO

Despite the fact that Shabani's time is uncomfortably divided between advertising and

music, he sees tbis combination as a necessary strategy for the development of his business:

"1 eam money quick with advertising, but with musicians 1make money long term. They're

starting. Shora [one of the first artists he produced] bas becn on Africa Numéro 1 for about a

month now."51 At any given time he has two-three ofhis employees working on either music

videos or commercial advertisements for television. Technicians working in the studio (on

bath Seta and VHS Sony editing equipment) can comrnunicate by two-way radio with

cameramen and produeers who are working on location. ln Many cases, the advertisements

take precedence over music videos since ads are easier 10 produce and much more lucrative.

Shabani also produces a weeldy Top 10 video countdown which airs on a local private

television station. This program (which is hugely succesful) is itself a form of advertisiog

sinee, as Shabani himself admits, videos are oot necessarily selected on the basis of consumer

demand: "It's okay for me to do my own show because they use my videos, just Hire MTV

and Virgin Records."

Besides these important organizational and technological innovations, 1 view Shabani

as a cultural broker for the way that he relates 10 artist-musicians. Doring one of the days in

which [ was seated on the couch of Shabani's main office, watching the world go by, 1

witnessed an interacton that is typical of Shabani's partieular brand of cultural brokerage. On

this daya young, very nervous female singer from Brazzaville appeared in his office,

announcing her intention ID move 10 Kinshasa sa that she could devote herself to a career in

singing. Shabani asks her to sit down in the chair in front of bis desk. He cornes out from

500uring my researdl period, Shabaoï was for all inteDts and purposes the oaIy full-lime music produœr
working in the private sector. Scvcral promoIiœ met production bouses were orpùzed in the laie 1980s. the
most DOIabIe of wbidl is Yosbad Prodocûoas. a company run by Mobutu's son KoqoIo (aü. '~addam
Hussein"), who was known to use bis position as a bigh-nmking mililm'y offic:cr in bis falbcr's mny ta
slrODpI'ID the local music sc:coe in Kinsbaw (sce ch. 8).
SIAfrica Numao 1 is one of Ibc ID05t widely tisteaed to oommeràal rdo stalioas in Cmttal and Wat Africa.
Buai in libn=ville. Gabon, Ibis fnmcophone stabOO bas bcnelitted considaably from FraIdl privale invabDalt
and symbolic support (rom vmous org87JdiODS of thefrant:ophonie.
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behind his desk and pulls with him another chair which he places direcdy in front of her. He

sits down facing her, slightly crouched over~ showing more than average interest in her visil

"50 tell me about yourselr' he begins:

"l'm from Brazzaville. [waot to move to Kinshasa 1wanl to sing." Her eyes are wide widl a
mixture of fear and detenninalion.

"Wby do you waol to live in Zaïre'!' He asked in a leading way.
''For work. 1 want to sing. l'm staying at the Phoenix holel."
"00 you bave a demor
"Yes.'· She Combles in ber purse. "'1 recorded six songs..." she is uoable to fmd the cassette.
"00 you sing wellr" He is obviously not conœmed with the cassette.
"Yes, 1 do. 1 really do." She continues to look for the cassette.
"rve DeVet heard you siog:' he says as he stans to gel up. "Wdl.l've got to go." He stops and tum.s

to look al ber again. ''You look like a muluba [an ethnie group from southeastem ZaireJ.
Are you muluba'? You are, aren't you? l'm going to introduce YOU to Mr. Beya. Hc's going
to get you a spot on bis show. Just sit tigbt:'

Shabani's contacts in other areas of the industry enable him to influence the Kinshasa musical

landscape by filtering through the scores of would-be stars that appear in his office hoping ta

have a opportunity to become famous.

Once he has chosen a group behind which he will throw his support, Shabani takes on

much more than the mie of financier. In 1995-96, the youth sensation Nouvelle Image, with

their signature dance Kibinda Nkoy, had everything they needed to be famous except a

producer. Shabani recruited them as one of the bands he would promote and began to make

arrangements for them to record their first album. ACter several weeks in the studio, it became

obvious that the recording was IlOt progressing as fast as il could have, and Shabani, who had

been present during sorne of the sessions, told the musicians lO leave the studio and come back

in a couple of weeks. Arter listening to the rough mix of the eight songs tbey had recorded,

Shabani decided that four of the songs had to be re-arranged and re-recorded and that one of

those songs would feature a guest appearance from Wendo, the grandfather of 'modem'

Congolese music.52 Shabani explained this decision to me: "It's a good idea, eh? Who

52wendo bad DOl appeared on record iD aoomber of yen. In the carly 1990s, he was the subject of aBelgim­
produœd documena.-y rdm mil aJIIlPIICl dise saies (AJe 1993). A1though Ibis~edw. ÏDteodai &1 .­

boaJaF to the dst aod the period, it "'. distributed priDaily in foreign cxpaIriaIc chaaDds...amsequeody
enjoyed limited popularity amoog ConJOlae in Kin'"
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would ever bave thought of putting Kibinda Nkoy together with Wendo? It's the marriage of

the old and the new. It's gonna' selllike baguettes." (c.f. ch. 10). Il is this intimacy with the

esthetics of production that characterizes the process of brokerage through music. "Gaby is

the ooly producer 1know who silS next 10 musicians," one of bis assistants explained ta me,

"After giving Nouvelle Image the space ta do their work, he realized he had given them 100

much space. ''53

Despite the success of Congolese music in Many parts of Africa (Ewens 1990), il is not

uncommon in Kinshasa to hear statements about how the music bas 'stagnated' or 'no longer

has any creativity.' Even the most committed fans of Congolese popular music acknowledge a

certain degree of repetition and monotonie in musical production of the last 10-15 years. At

sorne level, my discussion of brokers and other types of intermediaries is an anempt to solve

the pulZle behind this stagnation. On the one band, the increase in the number of unofficial

cultural operators in the music industry (pirates, vendors and other re-distributors) has cut in

on the profits of official operators (distributors, producers, musicians). This iocrease in illegal

activity, as 1have shown, is intimately Iinked to the anival of audio cassette teehnology (and

especially cassette duplication technology) in the Mid te late-I97Os. This problem. which is by

no means unique 10 CongÛ"'Zaire, bas had a demotivating effect on the people whose energy

and creativity fuelled the industry weil inta the 19805. "Musicians are tired" or "They don 't

create anymore" are commonly heard phrases in Kinshasa.

Producers and distributors have responded to this situatiœ by organizing under the

auspices of a national assœiation of producers and in conjunction with various copyrights

offices have been instrumental in local anti-pimte campaigns. Musicians, 1would argue, bave

responded differendy. Instead of becoming involved in the mainiYlegalistic and political

efforts of the producers, they have attempted (perhaps unconsciously) to resolve the problem

through their music. Not onIy have they taken refuge in the increasingly commoo practice of

53Shabani. as anyooc involved in music productiOll in Kinshasa, bas just &1 many eoemies M frieods. l'be
Nouvelle Image album wu slill iDcomplde wbm 1retumed to Kiosbasa in the eDd of 1996. Musicians from
the group œmpIaiDed that Shabaoï "Dever ..ys". For mon: discussion on the n:laIionsbip betweeo musïaaos
and produœrs. sce Cbapters Seven and Eight.
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commercialized praisesinging which 1have referred to as 'singing the sponsor' (ch. 8), but

they have also pioneered in their music a two-part song structure which lends itself much more

easily 10 innovation in live perfonnance than in the studio (ch. 7). Albums tend ta be 'thrown

together' and sangs are composed using familiar musical fonnulas since studio lime is

expensive, musicians are under-paid and revenue from cassette saJes is not very substantial.

ln live performance, extended dance sequences talce up disproportionate amounts of lime, and

musicians focus a great deal of their creative energies on creating an atrnosphere of excitement

(ambiance) through high fashion, eroticized female sexuality, and animation -driven

choreographed dancing. Since pnxlucers are irregular and unreliable, Many groups do their

own promotions through the strategic placement of 'band boards' which cao he moved and

changed depending on the IBrticuiar engagement [figure 4.9 and 4.10]. As 1will discuss laler,

these adaptations are often seen as corruptions of the basic integrity of the music (ch. 9).

Thus it cao he argued thal musicians themselves have assumed the role of cultural

broKers, an argument which has been hinted al by other scholars of contemporary African

music (Roberts 19'12, Waterman L990). According to Watennan, urban African musicians

'4forge new styles and communities of taste. negotiating cultural differences through the

musical manipulation of symbols" (1990: 9). 1myself have discussed how Congolese

soukouss musicians, in the absence of other brokers for their music, have attempted to broker

the music themselves, especially for non-Congolese audiences living abroad (White 1998a).

But analyses which focus on musicians as brokers suffer from IWo weaknesses. First, they

rends ta •heroize' local artists, ptinting a pielure of them as a Iiberating, empowering presence

in timeless opposition 10 the forces of hegemony and oppression (Wade 1998). Second, they

ignore the various ways in which musicians are subject ta terms and conditions which are not

of their choosing and not ta their advantage. By this 1am referring not only to the power

which music producers hold over musicians (for example Shabani's use of sexual power in the

example above, or Ven:kys' ability 10entice young musicians wim musical equipment), but

also to the ways that musicians are neglected (if IlOt persecuted) by national govemments and
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manipulated by multi-national corporations in order to feed the ~global imagination~ for ~world

music~ (Erlmann 1996b).

ln the following chapters of Part III, 1will focus more specifically on the activities of

musicians and the music Iifestyle, primariJy from the point of view of musicians. After a

consideration of the ambiguous role of musicians in the Congo (ch. 5), 1win look at some

specifie trnjectories of musical careers (ch. 6). This will he fol1owed by the live-time

description of musical perfonnance in a concert setting (ch. 7), and a discussion of the inter­

persona! politics which characterize life in a band in 1990s Kinshasa (ch. 8).
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Part Three: On Being in Music
Chapter Five: A Strange and Wonder·ful Place

Musicians are Liminal-Critical Characters

Power and Praise
Musicians and Social Mobili ty

Distinction and Personal Power

'La Frime' as Conscious Strategy
The Peak of Chic and the Esthetics of Big Pants
The 'Star Complex' and Less Conscious Gesturing

Rumors and the Intimate Public

Wetre the best, Quartier Latin
Everybady dances to our music.
Sometimes the witch is the persan ,.ight next ta you
The persan with whom 'Jou share Il plate
You have to keep your eyes open
ln today's world 'Jou have ta be careful

(franslated from uDossier du Jour·, Koffi Olomide & Quartier Latin, V12, 1995)

Thus art suggests Il socially codified means of integrating individual experiencf into an
order of knowledge and power that proposes, and sometimes impœts, Il WIlIj of living, a WIlJj

of feeling individuality in relation to the globtl1izing fxperience that can be inclusive as
weil as marginalizing.

(Bogumil Jewsiewidti 1996: 268)
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Most of what has been written about Mrican music and society argues that musicians

are important primarily because the fruit of their labor (music) accompanies ail the important

moments in the human life-cycle (Bebey IfJ75; Chemoff 1979; Tchebwa 1996).

Unfortunately, this argument--one which 1think. is based in the need to justify a subject which

is too often taken as epi-phenomenon (see ch. l)--misses what is potentially the Most

interesting aspect of the role of musicians in African societies:

1808 the attitude toward musiciaos amoog the Basoogye is ambivalent: on the one band, they cao he
ordered about. and they are people whose values and bebavior do DOl acccrd with what is consideted
proper in the society; on lhe other band. their role and funetiOll in the village are so important Ihat liCe
without them is inœoceivable (Merriam 1964: 136).

In this cbapter 1 want lo highlight the very stnulge, sometimes wonder-fui position occupied

by musicians in African societies, one which has been conditioned by their role as social

beings who operate simultaneously from positions of social marginality and social power.1

The liminal status of popular musicians in Kinshasa is manifested in various ways: musicians'

association with people in positions of power (ch. 8), the ambiguity of musicians' sexual

identities (ch. 9, 10), and thcir presumed intimacy with witchcraft and other supematuJal

affairs (this chapter and ch. 10) to mention only a few.2

Throughout this chapter 1am concemed with the way that African notions of self and

personhood are grounded in various fonns of social practice, not ooly in ritual contexts (Kratz

1994), but also in more everyday forms of leisure (Karp 1980), consumption (Burke 1996;

Rowlands 1996) and cultuml expression (Jewsiewicki 1996). In research on urban hea1ing

cuits in Kinshasa, Corin (1976) has described the process by which afflicted individuals

11 use the tenn 'wooder-ful' (as opposai ta 'wonderful') 10 refer ta somcthing tbat inspires awe or amazement.
but tbat is not necessarily or uoproblcmatically desîreable.
2Musiciaas' sexual ambiguity ail be SCCIl DOl ooly in tbeir gcoerous and systanatic use of sm whileDers (a
pradice wbich m08t Coagolese ooIy assoàale with women), but also in the common practice by which male
singers and soapritas takc 0Il thc idcDlity of a WOIDBIl in arder ta sing from a female pelSpedÏve. This
pralice. whicb 1n:fer to as 6aoss_siDgiDa' is cxlmlldy 00IIlID0Il in Coogolese music aod scems to have bccome
mon: COIDDlOO over lime. Tbougb 1havc prcscoced this pralice as a sip of musiàans' sexuallimiDality. SOlDe

musicians vicw it as a mcaD8 of expressing masœliDe identity (i.e. the ability to 66seduce WOIDCll" or 61oud1
WOlDCllS' hearts". sec ch. 9). Popul. examples indude the SOIIIs: 'aya lem" (Madilu SystàDe), uJeromc"
(OK. Jazz) and "Famille Kikuta" (DcC.,).
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become the agents of their spiritual and social healing. Because the zebola spirit speaks

through the mouth of the afflicted, she is actively involved in the diagnosis of her illness.3

Drawing from this and related research (Fortes 1973; Jackson and Karp 1990; Lienhardt

1985), [ will refer to the notion of uindividuation" (an idea heavily influenced by the early

writing of Mauss), which attempts to explain the process by which individual identity is

"culturally embedded within the formation of collective identityn (Corin 1998: 86).4 As

Carin has argued, individuation is a process which is clearly triggered by modemization,

urbanization and post-colonial circumstances, but al the same time it is "not a wholly new

phenomenon" (ibid: 102).

The case of African musicians is interesting for a number of reasons. Compared to

other sociaJ-professional endeavors, there are relatively few barriers to entry inta music.

Success in music depends not on kinship ties or even on formal schooling, but on musical

talent and a highly visible, often narcissistic presentation of seIf.5 Musicians distinguish

themselves not only by showing that they are ·modem' (travel 10 Europe, designer fashion,

imported cars with telephones, etc.), but alsa through various kinds of ·traditionaf sociaJ

mechanisms (such as splintering and the manipulation of patron-client ties, see ch. 8).

Success, of course, leads (0 jealousy and accusations of witchcraft (Bastian 1993; Turner

1969), and this puts the musician in the strangely ·modem' predicament of having to explain

that he earned his status not through witchcrnft, but through bis own persona! efforts (··eza

nkisi te", ·it's not magic' , see section on rumors below).

3eonn's aoaIysis wouJd seem to aoswer Karp' s question on the 'paradox of agency': "But, Karp omen'es,
such interpretaùons entail a paradox, for how can a person be dispossessed by anolber, )'et still act as an
agent, producing bis or ber own actions" (Jackson and Karp 1990: 20), 1 will discuss this in greater detail
in the section titlcd "Anchoring the Self' in Chapter Ten.
-4corin distinguishes between theories of the indi\fidual organized around the notion of 'selr and those
whicb focus on 'person'. She associates the latter with a European (structuralist'?) tradition concerned with
the "cultural coordinates of the notion of personhood" and the formel' witb North American scholarsbip
which is often focused on 'the body' and individual human 'e:(perience' .
Sr will discuss an important exception below, that of the ~lande-speaking griots from various parts of \\Pest
.-\frica. In many parts of Africa, the most significant sœial barrier to music is the slerotype of musicians
as undesireables (lazy, dnmk, promiscuous, poorly edualed, and so on). For more on this point, see
"~[usicians and Social ~(obility" below.

214
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This chapter will he divided ioto two sections. In the rifSt section 1will discuss the

fundamentally ambiguous role of musicians in African societies, a role which is conditioned not

ooly by virtue of their position as praisesingers, but also by the high degree of social mobility

which chamcterizes lheir careers, especially in the context of popular music. The second section

will examine various ways in which this already very liminal identity is further acceotuated by

popular musicians' gestures of fame and individual distinction. The exaggerated presentation of

self (lafrime) which characterizes the activities of popular musicians in Kinshasa is considered

anti-nonnative, but because it takes place in the context of music, lhe tension surrounding

individual distinction is diffused. In the final section 1will discuss how non-musicians willingly

'write themselves into' this world by circulating and contributing 10 various fonns of knowledge

about musicians in the fonn of rumor.

Musiclans are Liminal-Critleal ebaraeters

Although Tumer's earlier discussion on liminality is primarily concemed with the liminal

phase in a ritual context (see Tumer's 1967 discussion of Van Gennep's framework), his later

work addresses liminality in various (non-ritual) forms and historical conlexts (see 1969 for

several examples). Thus the ttaits usually associated with the intermediate (liminal) stage of

ritual transformation (sexlessness, anonymity, submissiveness, silence, seclusion, ete.) have

been identified in rituaJ practice throughout sub-Saharan Africa (among the Nuer, Tallensi, and

Ashanti), as weil as in various fonns of social and religious organimtïon in non-African societies

(the self-imposed poverty of the Franciscan order, the sacred eroticism of Sahajiya religious

dœttine, and the esthetic of 'happening' amœg hippies). AlI of these movements shared some

_ element of what Turner refers to as 'ccmmUJÙtas·. a kind of llansformative egalitarian stalle of
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consciousness which can ooly he understood in relation to ~structure' (ibid: 129). In each of

Turner's examples, however, liminality is either a temporary phase of movement toward

'structure' (ccropted by seniors, as in the case of Ndembu ritual) or a nonnalized state of

movement against it (ideological as in the case of millenarian movements), neither of which

seems to apply particularly weil to the position of musicians.6

Popular musicians in the Congo are not liminal in Tumer's original (1967) sense,

since (as 1 hope to show below) theyare everything that the ~ritually liminal' are nol: they

are loud, precocious, brash, highly visible and excessively narcissistic. Yet they are

certainly 'betwixt and between' (ibid): theyare both powerful andw~ masculine and

feminine, rich and poor, romantic and vulgar, critical and ingratiating, and of course,

'trnditional' and 'modem'. The position of musicians in African societies is characterized

by an almœt permanent liminal stalUs which is neither completely co-opted by 'structure'

(sioce musicians always reserve the right to criticize) nor completely free 10 oppose it

(since they depend 50 heavily on elites for various fonns of protection and support). And

thus the liminality of African musicians is oot a phase, or a even a state, but a socially

defined status, which is dangerous because of its ambiguity and impurity (Douglas 1966;

c.r. Galaty 1lT/9). Tumer's early writing ooly hints at these categories:

Bergson saw in the words and writings of propbets and greal artisls the creation of an .open
morality', which was itself an expression of wbal be called élan vital. orevolutionary 'Iife-forœ'.
Propbets and artists tend to œliminal and marginal people, •edgemen'. who strive with a
passionate sincerity to rid themselves of the clichés associaled with status incumbency and role­
playing and to enter inlo vital relations with other men in facl or imagination (Turner 1969: 128).

6Altbougb Turner's (1969) aoalysis is primarily oonœmed with bow the' anti-structure' of liminality tends
10 reinforce' structure' •he would later re-thînk this position. oonceding thal under certain circums1aDœS
ritualliminalily cm also play a traosformative funetioR (Drewal 1991: 18). Turner bimself seems 10 bave
had a IOrtured history with regards to the role of' stlUCture' in bis analysis (sec ibid and TlUDer (969).

216
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• Power and Praise

This idea of liminality, one that is based in social-occupational stalus, is most evident

in the litemture on the 'griot' phenomenon of Mande-speaking West Africa.7 Griots, a1though

generally described as praisesingers, serve multiple social functioos. They are most important

as experts in local and clan-based oral history (Camara 1976), but a considerable amount of

materia! has becn published on the social aspects of griot performance (Okpewho 1990), on

the influence of griot orality in African literature (Miller 1987), and on the ambiguous social

position of griots, who are portrayed altemately as shameless mercenaries in their search for

patron-based financial support (Hale 1994; Hoffman 1995) or innocent victims of upwardly

mobile merchants and state-based eHtes (Diawara 19Cf1).

Christopher Miller (1987) explains that in Mande-speaking regions of West Africa

(esPeCially wbat is today Mali), griots beJong ta a sociaJ-occupltional category or social class

(nyamakala ) which is considered essential because of the services it provides, but also

dangerous because of the natura! forces with which its members work (this class incJudes

musicians, verbal artists, smiths and leatherworkers). Described as 'professionalloudmouths'

(ibid) and 'quintessential spongers' (Hoffman 1995), griots are highly suspect, yet their

presence is crucial in a cultural contexl where "speaking of oneself lacks dignity" (Bazin in

Diawara 1997). Griots are 'like women' because "they tend to follow money" and thus "are

not ta he trusted". They are "objects of resentment, fear and mistrust, but because of their

7According to Thomas Hale, "Griot and griotte hoId a varidy of ncgative coanoraIioos for people in many parts
of West Mrica as ",dl as for SOlDe resemdlers in che fidd of oraIliterature because of their imprecisioo, their
French orilÏD from uocertain sources in Emope or Arrica. aad fanal1y. the fad tbat every edmic group bas ils
own words to desigoate differeot kinds of keepers of the oral InKitioo. Griot aod pstiadarly ils offshoots
griottQge aDd gTÏtJtÎIIW bave aIso takm 0Il Degalive mcaniDgs in Fnmee. 91bere, • in West Africa. Ihe tams
oCteIl sipify empty praïsc, or praise for pay" (Hale 1994: 87). For the purposes oC this brieC discussioo, 1will
taIœ Hale!>s SUgestiOll to kcep Ibc laID griot, wbidl bas a IDOR positive CODDOfaIÏOIl in the EDaJish-Sp=akiDI
di-.xnOOIDIDUDitics (cspeGally in North Amaica), md to use the local tain for ·griot' wbeDever taIkiag
about specifie ICgiOIII or elhaic poupe. Bebe)' (1975) sugats tbIt the equivaleot of the piot in equatorial
Africa is the player oC die mvet or"":lilbcr, a musicùm ",hOIe tepertoiR is IIICR bIIIcd ma cpic lcgcads,
baoic deeds. md stories about the anale for powcr bd",..mortaIs md ïmmortaIs. On femalc JlÎoIS
rgriottes') sec HolfDJlll (1995) ...Hale (1994).
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ability to manipulate the most powerful force in the world-that of the word--they must also he

treated with deference, placated, and bought ofr' (Miller 1987: 92). Griots use a mystified

language infused with nyama (meaning 'energy of action') in arder to elicit the appropriate

response from patrons, nobles, and elites:

Once ag~ lhe phrases are for the most part incomprehensible to the listener-another layer. They are
uttered very rapidly, al limes lib verbal gunfue, bombarding the noble wim more sound than cao he
assimilated, causing confusiœ--another layer. The few images tbat are seiud from the barrage, the
name of a great warrior from the Doble's clan history, for example, or the Dame of a famous village,
cao evoke entire bistories heard upon COUDdess OCC89ioos in innumerable contexts, so that whal is
heard is nol maely wbat is said by the griot al the time. but wbat bas been heard ou the saLue tapie al
differenl limes. in diffen:ut places. The nyama grows thicker. The griot bas caIled the weight of
extraordinary 8Cbievemœt from the distant pasl iota lhe living present of the noble •descendant' •a
juxtaposition which invites comparisoD, thus enoouraging the noble to swell with pride al the thought
of being on a par with such heroism... (Hoffman 1995: 42).

Among the Wolof the griot was traditionally part of the lowest caste (the last one before slaves)

and in the past custom required that he be burled not in the ground but in the empty trunks of

dead Baobab trees (Merriam 1964). Griots were buried apan not only because of the relatively

low social status into which they are born. but also because tbey are often considered to have

mystical affinities with ancestors and other elements of the spirit world.

Griots are by ttaditioo attachal to families; they ..e family jeslers and buffooos... whose dutYis lo keep
the company amused; tbey are the family bards, who learn and n:cïte the family and national bistory...;
tbey are family magjciaos, who must be present at aU ceremonies and whose advice must be laken; they
are the fUSI to bold rbe oewbom baby and rhe last to toucll the corpse ... lbey are lower thao the
meaoest servants and orten richer and more powaful fhao the master (Gorer in Merriam 1964: 139).

Thus musicians are perceived as essential (Le. critical) members of the local

community, despite the fact that they usually fmd themselves al the bottom of the social

hierarcby.8 As Appadurai (1990) bas shown.. praise cao take Many forms and serve Many

functiOllS.. even in situations where the persan heing praised is DOt physically present (c.r. ch.

8). Praise is not simply a matter of nanery, but also constitutes a form of social distinction-as

much for the singer as for the persan being praised (Veil 1991)-and above ail il is a Marker of

SA Domber of aaumls bave notcd variants of a provab wbich states tballife witbout musiàaDs is untbinkablc
or unbanble (sec Mcrrùml above; Cbemoff 1979; Mcniam 1982).
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social dependence. The practice of praise "could he labeled 'coercive subordination~' for in

blessing and praising their (potential) benefactors, beggars seek 10 trap them in the cultural

implications of their roles as sUPeriors, that is, in the obligation 10 he generous" (Appadurai

1990: 101).

In many parts of West Africa, singing the praises of a big man usually entails

criticising his enemies or rivals (Watennan 1990) and almost always includes sorne fonn of

social commentary or general moral guidance, even for those being praised (Chemoff 1979).

Vail and White's (1991) collection of articles about praise poetry in southem Africa shows

exactly how the poctic license of music allows the unsayable ta he said thraugh song, and

other examples of this kind of social critique are not bard to find.9 If Congolese music has a

reputation for being a-political or politically neutral~ it is not only a result of more than 30 years

of post-independence authoritarian rule, but also becausc musicians do not want to jeopardize

an already fragile source of income and sratus (ch. 9). For the purposes of this discussion 1

am interested in musicians as members of a social-œcupalional caregory which is both liminal

and critical. 'Liminal' because theyare believed to have special mystical powers, and beo1use

their primary occupational activity places them outside of conventional cycles of timey

production and reproduction (ch. 7). 'Critical' because tbis liminal place from which they

observe society enables them to play the role of moralist-muse without fear of retribution.l0

9HeR [ am lhinking ofZimbabweao chïmurenga music and the Tigrinya rebcl music of the Eri1reaD
iDdcp:a1Jieol;e lDOvemcol

tOrbis is DOt 10 mggal tbat musicians in Arrica are Cree from œnsorsbip or poliùcal dominalioo. As 1have
disc:usscd elscwhcre (cb. 8), serious obstadcs to political exprasioD bave meaat tbal musiciIDS .emuch more
lilœIy to criùcize DlWlicai or semai rivais .... rhey~ ta criticize poIitiaaas or poIicy. Wbco ailic:ism does
ocœry il uuaUy takes the form of masked messages or aIlepicai sub-tcxls. Most ofteo~ however, tbematic
expreBOII avaids poIitiœlly dmgaous tapies altogetbcr (White 1997).
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Musicians and Social Mobility

Much of what 1have described for West African griots also holds true for popular

musicians in Many parts of sub-Saharan Africa11 In Kinshasa people were constantly

reminding me thal musicians, especially those from the early years, \Vere considered to he

roguish. vagabond, poorly edueated and ill-mannered. Arguably musicians' position in

Zairean society has improved somewhat as the industry bas become increasingly

professionalized, and as certain stars have become independently wealthy through music.

But to this day musicians project an image which often causes them to he cast as "voyous"

(fr. for hoodlums), "bon viveursn (pleasure seekers) or generally undesireable.12 Most

people do not expect that musicians can read, wrire, or express themselves in French. They

are thought 10 be particularly frivolous with their money, and are Iikely to spend their final

years in a state of abject poverty. Storîes abound about how parents attempt to keep their

sons away from music and their daughters away from musicians, the implication being that

wealth or social status not eamed through polilies or education is not sustainable and

therefore most likely tainted by the His of witebcraft

In Chapter Nine, 1address as a broader question the ways that music divides and

unites people of different ages, religious orientations, and gender. For now, suffice it to say

that for a certain conservative mioority of the society, popular musicians represent hedonistic,

self-indulgent behavior, and a threat to •Christian, family values. For the majority, however,

the OUtnlgeous self.-presentation and attiwde of musicians maires for interesting conversation,

and for some people constitutes a regular source of entertainment (see section on rumors

llWaIamaD ha desaibcd the ambiguous social position of musici8115 in Nigeri~wbcre musiciaas -.: 6ridl in
MVes aod cars' but~ still praisesiDgen. a roIe wbidl is widely associah:d widl beggiDg (1990: 22).
12ooado1a (1992; 1993) suggats tbal ....y taly musiciam wcre (rom rdalivdy wcll-to-do social bacqrouods
and most bad some~orpost-~ cduadiOD. Mucb moresy~ racarch would be occaay
in orcier ta gcoeraIize 011 dûs point (bis sample group is limited ta the mosl well-Imown mUlici..., of the lime.
N=9). My informai ob8crvaliOlll soual that this is DO lœger the case aDOIIl youag musia.s (bath
suœessful md aspiriDg) in KiusbMa
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below). Even Many of those that take issue with the musician's lifestyle (Iate nights out~

promiscuous behavior, drugs and alcohol, ete.) are eager to explain that the musician serves an

important role as a social commentator or moralist (ch. 9). The late Franco, co-founder and

leader of O.K. Jazz, is often given as the best example. People explain the unashamed social

commentary in bis music as somehow related to bis marginal position in society. Popular

accounts of Fmnco's story usually sounded something Iike this: Franco was poor, sa he lold it

like il is. He canle from a poorfamily,. he used 10 Sil with his mother as she sold donuts in the

Bayaka market. ln his sangs he used 10 criticize everyone and everylhing, to such a poinl lhat

he was everybody's jriend. He gave us music wilh advice that we could learn from, and lhal'S

what matters most about nlusic.

Any atternpt to talk about the the role of musicians in African society must address not

only the social position that musicians occupy, but also the high degree of mobility they

display (both upward and downward) relative to other social--occupational categories. In fact,

given the number of people that attain or attempt upward social movement through music,

social rnobility May he seen as a defining chamcteristic of musicians' unique position in

contemporary Congolese society. In arder to undersrand this mobility, il is helpful te look al

musical careers over time. As with most professions~ musicians' success (li. lupemba) and

ability 10 live from their trade changes over time~ but with musicians, changes are acœntuated

further by the element of changing musical tastes and fashions. As sorne musicians are rising

up or riding a wave of popu1arity~others are on the way out or completely forgotten. Such

was the case with Charles Mwamba Dechaud, the once famous guitaristlcomposer of Grand

Kallé's African Jazz and the eider brother of the legendary Dr. Nico. From my notes:

Il takes three people 10 find bis bouse. FinaUy wc arrive. il's the bouse that Nico built. 1go in aod
they amfum Ibat tbis is Nico's pbK:e aod lbey td.l me tbat Dedumd lives out back in wbat looked lite
the serv8llts' quartas. Nico's son tells me 10 go out the same way 1œ:ne in..t knodt oolhc DCXt
door over. [1 fUld it very sttmge Ibat the son does DOt show me the \Vay.] l ",alk back into the uncut
....oc bnub. Ibe dooc to bis 2-room dwelling is opaL Il rcminds me of Mississippi. 1kDodt ligbdy
011 the frame of Ibe door md he aoawen (udy but doeso't move. 1bock apin, he says "oui".
slowly emeqiog from the bId fOODl.~ seveœ, aaaciatcd. He looks lib. oId mm. '"Ouir~

he says. "Um..." rm DCl'Vous. ··My lI8IIIe is Bob White. rve œmc ta study Zairem music.
Everyonc told me 1bave to sec you."



222

He gave me a long series of blank slm'eS as 1proa.edcd to unfold my leuers of preselllatioo h. 1 kept
going even thoogh the spieJ didn'1sean to be going anywbere. He saw me looking al the 8x10 picture
tacked ta the atherwise bare wall!. "'You see that pieture7" He said. 1bat.s me with the American
ambassador. He gave me tbat guitar" the same one in the chair." 1go to admire the guitar up close. ifs
sitting in the chair upright as if il were a tired faithful companioo" DOW only coIlecting dust. 1got the
impression that he oever lcft bis bouse. He said he was sick and lhat he asked sOIDeone for 20.000 NZ
for Medicine but they never gave it to him. sa 1instindivdy pulled my braod new lOs from my pocket
and gave bim six af them. He tbanked me. lold me la come back whenever 1felt like it. 'We'll do
something good:' he said. As 1was leaving. 1fdt lite 1had seen a ghost These two (Nico and
Dechaud] were two of the original members of African Jau. Look at the differenœ: one had built an
expeosive bouse in a well-to-do neighborhood and the other one lived in il, hidden in the back:.
completely forgotten ~fay 12. 1996).

At about the same lime that day, Lofombo, one of Kinshasa's brightest rising stars,

bass player and musical arranger for Pépé Kallé's Empire Baku~ was putting the finishing

touches on his newly rented apartment in Bandai. Up until now he had been staYing at bis

mother's house with bis seven-odd brothers and sisters, one of whom used the house as the

home base for his own band Lofombo was starting to feel the pressure to move out, not ooly

because of bis age or the fact that his wife was cxpecting their first child, but aise because the

number of people who solicited bis advice and services was steadily increasing and he relt the

need to live in a neighborhood which had easier access and more prestige than the area of

Bumbu, which was he'ivily popuJated with people reœndy arrived from Lower Zaire. More

and more people began ta recognize him on the street, partIy because of the fashionable

intellectual look he cultivated (oversized corduroy button down shins, baggy pants and small

round eyeglasses over a panial gotee), but also because he had staned appearing in several

high profile music projects and was gradually starting to make a name for himself as a studio

programmer and engineer.

Moving into a new apartment and singlehanded1yarranging the wedding with bis high

school sweethean required considerable amounls of Money, but these were moves he was

expected ta do, given tbat he was already relatively well·known as a professional musician.

Lofombo was careful 10 iDvest bis money in ways that would help bis career as weil as bis

image: he had two VeRs (wbich he used to copy video cassettes), a large screen LV., tbree

guitars, IWo guitar effects, two microphones, a double audi~tte deck and two Roland R-8
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programmable rhythm machines~ one of which he was putting up for sale. Unlike mast

musicians, he was saving the car for last As a firsl-string musician in one of the capital's top

dance bmds, Lofombo was able to take advantage of a busy touring schedule, regular paid

projects on the side, and the adoration of wea1thy fans who sprayed him with money for his

humilityas much as his ability to malee them dance. When bis son Kevin was born in the FaU of

1996, Lofombo was weil on bis way to becoming a ~star' [figure S.l].

Distin~tion and Personat Power

The way that mest popular musicians carry themselves in public and the attitude they

exude, are expressions of the personal style which surrounds their public persona. In true

·modemist' form, Many of the terms that musicians use to describe this inner-force are words

borrowed from French or English ('style', ~look:~, ·allure" ~maitrise', ·charme').13 AIl of the

visible signs of their 'star quality' (their means of tnmsport, their way of walking, the clothes

they wear, the way they wear them, the company they lœep, and sa on) are ticd ta an internai

power which despite its sometimes outrageous extemal appearance is supposed to he topped

off with a thick layer of 'nuumse' ('mastery' or self-control, c.r. Thompson 1966). As

Friedman (199Oa) bas eloquently argued, visible expressions of persona! style among young

Congolese are not symbols of this internai 'well-heing' or ~life-force', but concrete

manifestations of il: clothes do not maIœ the man~ theyore the man (199Ob: 316). The social

prestige which results from individual acts of distinction is not the source of personal power,

but tangible evidence of its presence.

1Jw"eber's (1947) discussion ofc:barisma may also be relevlIlt bac. Besicles the spiritual or amnological
COIIDOIaIion ("8 gift of Graœ'), bis use of the la1D is also iDterestiDg becausc of the way lba1 it is SCal as the
basis of socialleadersbip Œ political autbority. l will disalSs tbis furtber in Chapter Babl
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If any lesson emerges from Bourdieu?s (1984) important work on judgements of taste

in contemporary France, it must he that distinction (in any society) is a historically and

culturaJly specifie phenomenon.14 Thus the application of Bourdieu's analysis to an African

context is intellectually very risky.15 First, to attempt such a technology transfer would

assume a relatively similar class structure between the two countries, and a parallel histary of

the concept of culture, neither of which is the case. Second, the cultural form with which [ am

concemed here (popular Congolese music) is one which seems te transcend the social divisions

of class.16 As 1argue in Chapter Nine, listeners of Congolese popular music are more likely to

distinguish themselves by generation or religious conviction than they are by social class. As

such, the daims they make against 'modem' music portray it either as a corrupt fonn of old­

style rumba (i.e. commercialized, incoherent and noisy) or as a socially corrupt fonn tout court

(due ta its association with loose moraIs, urban vices, and ungodly living).

Thus the parndox of social distinction in the Congolese setting is not simply that acts

of distinction are embedded in Congolese culture and society-for as [ have notOO above, this is

true of ail cultures--but rather that they assert individuality by association with a group (sec ch.

iD) .17 Statements of taste can take the form of unattached individual prererence, for example

L~Despite Bourdieu's attempts to appeal to an AmericaD audience by iovitiog them to 'Joio the game" of
the cross-Atlantic "search for equivalents" (xii), wbat emerges most clearly from bis writing is that whiIe
the mechanism of social distinction may he universal (Friedman (9908). the particu1ar discursive and
symbolic fonn lbat it takes is oot (see for eumple bis section entided uDisgust at the .Facile", p. 486).
LSsurprisingly enough, Bourdieu's work bas not been taken up in much of the literature on social
distinction in the Congo region (see for example ~lartin 1994 or Gandoulou 1989). Friedman. 00 the other
band, argues thal La Disinct;on is "perfectly suited to Central :\Crica and especially the Congo"
(Bl'3Z7llville) (19908). [n my aoaIysis. [ bave triai ta adapt Bourdieu's primary insight--that distinction is a
fundamentally social relation and not just a matter of' sdf-presentation'--while acknowledging the
limitations of bis approach, i.e. the underlying assumption that social classes operate the same everywhere
(c.f. ~[d:racken (988). Bourdieu's concept of habitus bas also been accused of universalizing social
stnlcture at the expense of iodividual creativity and human agency (see forexample Friedman 199Oa; Kratz
L9(4).

16Bourdieu argues that "nothing more clearly confions ooe's 'class', nothing more infallibly classifies,
than faStes in music" (1984: 18). The literature on African music and society suggests the exact opposite.
i.e. thal there is no neœssary relationsbip between socio-economic status and music preference (Barber
1997; Erlmaon 1996). In the Congo (and 1imagine in many other Africau countties) it may he possible to
argue that people ofa higber socio-economic standing prefer' modern' over •traditional' fonDS of music. but
my experience bas Ix:eo tbal •traditiooal' forms of music an: most often deemed appaupriate uoder certain
cïrcusmst.anœs, but not onder ethers (see ch. 9).
17Compare titis with Friedman's discussion of social distinction in the West 'ïhe fact n:mains, that the
western consumer, no matter wbat bis class. seems primarily engaged in the construction of an identity
space that is by and large bis own product, bis owo project" (l99Oa: 121).
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'1 don't like that music' or '1 don't know that music' (see Bourdieu 1984; Wilk 1994), but it is

more commen for individuals to distinguish themselves by 4anchoring' their individual

identities in externaI social formations (ch. 9, ID), for example "Moi c'est Zaiko!n ('l'm with

Zaiko') or, "J'écoute seulement la musique religieuse" ('1 only listen to religieus music')..

Through the conspicuous display of bmnd-name designer fashioo and a set of gestural eues

(bath on-stage and off-stage) which mark individuals as belonging to the socially-defined and

very elusive category of 'star de la musique', popular musicians (and those aspriring to he

popular musicians) distinguish themselves in such a way lhat many of them end up looking

and sounding the same.1B

fLa Frime' as Conscious Strategy

Most professional musicians never leave the house without being properly groorned

and well-dressed. They know that if they do not dress weil (li., 'ko lata bien '), people will

notice, and that dressing weil is an integral part of their identity as 4artiStes'. They know that

as soon as they venture into public, and for a beuer part of the day, they will he the object of

many people's attention and scrutiny. Sorne people will caU to them, some will asle a ravor,

some will cheer and send the thumbs up. Sorne will simply stop what they are doing and stare

[figure 5.2]. From my notes:

18Hae 1 will DOt addras the COIDIDOIl daims lbat Coogole!e music no longer bas .y in.berall value bccause il
bas become 'repelitious· aod 'moootODOUS'. aaims of Ibis sort are valid tG SOlDe extan pvm the struetural
decay of the music iodustry in che lut 10-15 ycars (dl. 4), but a 1 will discuss 181er (dl. 10). 'repetitioo' is
a1so an important part of a musical elbos whid1 distiDguisbes ilSClf by c::aIIing op the paal.
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1 was iD a really sbitty mood this morning when 1left the house. No breakfast~ no water~ no respect
Same old #@!$!%! bullsbit. 1ben 1 started walking and there was this woman who caIled oul my
Dame: ·'Monsieur Bob! Monsieur Bob!~~ Not realIy calling me as mucb as acknowledging me:
"Monsieur Bob! Alalaku!" TheIl 1 smile and wave. Ftfty feellater: uAlalalad~"and before 1gel (0

the electrician's after Bertin~s kiosque lhere was a tbird UAlaIaku!" from a group of small childrœ.
Very iDleresting~ made me Cee! good. The little kids made the sound of alllal'3C2J and the second
woman sang "cherie 1 love you" [a popular shout al that lime which was sung part in English] with a
kind of funny accent thal tbey think sounds tike me (Apr 16. 19(6).19

On another occasion 1found myself seated with Shora Mbemba. (leader and rounder of

the group Super Choc) at an open-air bar in the neighborhood where he lives~ and 1 was soon

taken by the way that sound and people quicldy tilled in the empty space around us. Before

we arrived~ the bar was almost completely empty. It was 8:00 pm and the music was playing~

although not very loudly. There was plenty of movement in the street, but no one had as yet

sat down to have a heer. As soon as we anived, the banender came out, wiped down the table

wi th a rag and a boule opener keychain in the one hand and with his other hand placed several

glasses down on the table in front of us. He greeted Shora discretely and proceeded to wait

beside the table until we were ready to arder. After he relumed inside, the music changed to

Super Choc's laleSt album and the volume was pumped up to ilS nonnal saturated maximum.

Shora did Dot react except to say, almast under his breath, "that's our album."

After the beer was served the flashing lights and sirens attaehed to the inside of the

patio roof began ta go off, but this was not what attracted 50 many young children ta where

we were sitting. They had staned coming close almost as soon as we arrived. They tried to

sneak up behind the wall surrounding the elevated terrasse which was overlooking the street

nearby. They listened to our conversation and tried 10 imitale some of our sentences, giggling

in between. The lmtender would 'shoo' them away from lime to time. Those too afraid ta get

clœe had formed a two-tiered wall of dance in the distance and were practicing the dance steps

that corresponded with the shouts blaring from the loudspeakers. Shom ca1led my attention 10

the children: "You see the kids? They know ail the dance steps." And they did. They could

19m 0Iapter Six 1will describe the proœss by whicb 1aae 10 play wilh a local dance bIDL
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have been his front line. When they saw him pointing in their direction. they picked up the

pace. exaggemted their movements and smiled vigorously for our benefit.

Most fans. however, were not nearly so tirnid in approaching their favorite stars.

remember a taxi ride with Lofombo of Empire Balruba in which the taxi driver immediately

recognized the rising star in his rear view mirror and after agreeing to drop us off on the other

side of town proceeded to lecture Lofombo on how, as an up and coming public figure. he

should behave with restraint

"Lofombo. yon're very good. Everybody says tUt you·re good. You take your work seriously. YOD

know the larest teebnology and you can really make people dance with that bass of youn. But 1have
somelhing to tell you. You have to be careful about bow you carry yoursdf. [Cs important to stay
humble.listen to your fans and most of ail don't let il go to your head. Do you hear what ['m
saying'r Lofombo smiles and oods in a gesture of acquiescenœ. .6You bave a IODg carea' ahead of
you. Ifs important not to let il go to your head. Do you hear me.little brotherr' He answers
without hesitating: "Oui grand frèren (April 30. 1996).20

In Many cases, popular musicians' popularity goes straight to their heads, altering their

ability ta see themselves or their actions in an objective manner, and lhis is wOOn people start

to say that musicians 'friment' or 'font de la frime', meaning 'they show ofr.21 'La frime'

can take many forms, some more conscious than others, sorne taking on the status of a

strategy. The bandleader. for example, must not arrive on stage at the same lime as his

musicians. In most bands, different levels of musicians arrive on stage in roughly the same

order that they appear in the band hielëll'Chy: rhythm section (sometimes with the dancers and

ataJaku), second string singers, first string singers, and finally lead singerislar of the band.

Similarly, the 'stars' of the bmd should be the first to leave the concert. Private ttansportation

20EveDtslike this wcn: DOt UOallDlllOll. At an academic conference in ADn Arbori Michigan [ witncssed a
conVersaboo betweeo aCoogolese woman and a weU-known COIJIOlese singer in wbicb sile aiticizcd
Congolese musicians for expioiliDg the images of Afrialll womea iD JIOPIIW music videos aod cbaUeopd him
to cbaDge bis aad other musici_· tbinkiDg on tbis practiœ. Compare wim TurDa"s (1969) discussion of
installation rituals iD which futuœ chiâs are humbled Ihrougb iosuIt aDI abuse before bang able 10 tate
positions of Jeadenbip. These humbIiDg or 'levelliDg' mechanisms (Go(Jmao via Tumer).-e inleDded to
COUDIer the teodency~power aKI sua:ess to mate people 'selfish' and 'mean'.
21The vab 'frima" alIJespoods rougbIy to the c1uster oCEDglish words '10 sIIow otr. 'co bmdstand" or 'to be
codty'. It is heard in many differeut cantcxls (oftco ÙlSa1ed in linpIaCODvcnalioos &'1 wdl), but is
partiœlarly c:ommoa in discussions about musiciallS. Among oIber local tenDs is the expRS8Î0Il 6fain: du
matuvisme·•aaudiDg to popuIar arouots takeo (rom the Frendl expression ''M·.-tu vu?" oruHave you seco
me"!'
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to and from the concert is standard~ tinted windows and Mercedes are preferred, but any car is

better than no car al aIl. Before one concert Defao instrueted the junior leaders of the band to

arrive al the venue in the band bus weB before we would stan playing. This he said would

ensure that we would not lose any spectators who were skeptical about our arrival~ but it also

made bis arriva! more grandiose. At the end of the same concert, the band president pulied me

aside and toId me to distract the audience 50 that he~ like Defao had done thirty minutes earlier~

could slip out of the concert before the show was over.

These strategies are ail part of what many musicians Tefer 10 as their 'vedettariat~

(fr.~li.), or their evolution as a star. Musicians groom their 'vedettariat' in much the same way

they groom their hair~ carefully constructing an effect or an image which will assure them

status and longevityas a 'vrai star' ('real star'). As in any career, musicians are concemed

with making the right moves al the right limes to he sure that theyare on a constant rising path

to stardom. One of the Big Stars' singers once asked me if 1would consider appearing with

him on a local music television program. Il was his first lime on television and he fell that my

presence would help bis image in this important début appearance. He already had a small fan

club which had formed around him~ and he was beginning to compose songs and sing

extended solos~ ail important aspects of any professional singing career. Musicians listen very

c10sely 10 what is said about themselves and other artists in bars, taxis, and on television and

they often scan the local press for references ta themselves or their bands (c.r. Jewsiewicki

1991). Many musicians judge their success at any given moment simply by the amount of

money they receive during performances or by the number of gifls tbey receive from fans. 22

Most lead singers and even sorne second or third-string singers in Kinshasa's biggest

bands have fan clubs which have formed around their persona. In Most cases these are people

who are already fans of the group but have decided 10 organize around their special interest in

one particular member of the band. Musicians benefit from heing able 10 say tbat they are

22Acœrdinl to BIen Corin, the practice of spraying IDOIICY is also very œmmon in possession bcaling cuits
throughout the regioo. On spraying aod praisainging sec CbapIer Seven and ChapIa- Eigbl.
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enough of a star to merit their own private fan club, and fan club members probably expect

sorne kind of preferential treatment especially with regards 10 attending certain shows and

private engagements.23 Seveml singers explained to me that the fan club's main responsibility

is to manifest ils admiration for the star, but in sorne cases the fan club members can even heJp

the star further develop his 'vedettariat', joining together 10 colleet money or clothes which will

he given or lent to the star. This activity takes on a very public quality, with members of the

fan club hanging banners and conducting cararvans (Ii. 'carnaval', fr. 'cortège') in the star's

honor and appearing on local television progmms to speak publicly about their comrnitment to

the artist24 Most young artists will approach close friends or acquaintances to fonn the core

of their fan club, but sorne fan clubs (especially for musicians that are already welJ-known) are

formed without the musician's involvement (UA fan club for Langa..Langa Stars formed in

Inkisi" (a town sorne 160 km outside of Kinshasa], Disco Magazine, 100, 6th year).

Perhaps the most conscious of strategies associated with 4la frime' bas to do with the

set of practices revolving around fashion and personaJ style. As one of Kinshasa's popuJar

music figures particularly well-known for his sense of fashion, Defao invests a considerable

amount of lime into bis dress and appearance. He was one of the fifSt musicians to bleach his

haïr completely white and not long after he did 80, several of bis musicians followed suit He

also changes bis particular cut on a regular basis. Very often musicians' hairstyles are those

that set the pace among young people in the capital [figure 5.3]. In addition, rumors circulate

that Defao intentionaJly stuffs himseJf with four 10 five fany meals per day and that he takes

special fattening pills in arder ID appear more grandiose, more 'chef' .25 The most striking of

23An article appemd in Kinsbma music magazine wlih the following headline: '"GaIbo BceVaDS offas a
concert for bis fan dub in Ngaba''. Kin Match, no. 95, Oœ. 19, 1995.
24Fan club members are amoog the most active audienœmembers in tams of sprayiDg money. On SOlDe

occaions, artists will 'planf money with key manben of the fan club organimaioo, hoping that jfothers see a
musicüm getting sprayed, abey too will be IDOved ta give. Walenmm reports a similar phCllOlDCllœ for jlljll
music iD Nigeria (1990: 185).
2SA reœnt artide in a local wcekly newspaper publisbcd in Kinsbua. bas rqJOrted on tbis pheDomenon as
beœmïDg more widc:spraKI in the capital: l~ Ialesl Cm in Kinshasa In arder 10 DOt be suspeded of being
sero-posilive and risk missing a cbmœ al 'makiDI il' in liCe, YOUlll womeo have Couod Ibis mirade solution:
ingestiog~lical products. On the list IR Lo-Femooal piUs, Sypœlyn. Chanovit aod even SOllle

'1Bda" produds intaldal fŒfaltaling pip" (u Soft, July Il, 1997).
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esthetic alterations practiced by musicians is the use of skiD whiteners, what most musicians

refer to simply as 'les produits' Cproducts'). Skin bleaches and skin whiteners have become

excessively common in Kinsh~ but young women and musicians are especially DotOrious

for their dependence on these items.26 Most of the singers in Defao's band will combine two

or three skin lightening body soaps with a cream which is applied vigorously and repeatedly

immediately after showering. The desired effect "jaune papayen ('papaya yellow'). Signs of

the wear and tear of these products usually show at certain bard to bleach parts of the body (the

ankIes, elbows and hands) and long...tenn use usually leads 10 a degraded skin quality and a

pinkish reddish facial glow. Ught or 'lightened' skin is often a prerequisite for being member

of the singing front line. During a Big Stars audition, a highly qualified singer (who happened

ta he dark-skinned) was sent away and told not 10 come back until he had leamed more sangs

and had "fixed bis skin".

The Peak ofChic and the Esthetics ofBig Pants

A considerable amount of research has been conducted on the Pool region's fashion

youth phenomenon known as 'La Sape'. The tenn itself cornes from the acronym of

Brazzaville's 'Société d'Ambianceurs et Personnes Elégantes' ('Society of People Who Are

Elegant and Who Like ta Have a Good Time'). Members of this movement, or sapeurs, hold

periodic competitions in the foon of fasbion shows, but instead of bighlighting designers, they

highlight themselves, or mther their ability 10 mix and match the brand names of high fashion

wbich make up their performative repenoire. For the purposes of this discussion, 1 will only

26rdlcbwa, quoIÎDg (oosely from Gandoulou: Uln Ihe bqinning, &1 mudl in laiœ as in the Congo. il \Vas
women. probably in order to p1ease mal. who fllSt started uSÎDg~cal products ID IilhlCll their sm"
(1996: 197). Whetber or nol this ..sertiOll is erue. il is a 10011 example ofhow WOlDCD become scapegoaIS of
mon: generaIized mal probIems or issues. In Chapccr Eighl 1discuss how fauale mcmbcrs of the band arc
bbmcd by male bImdleadcn for bcing the aDCri ÏDtta-baDd amflid.
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devote limited attention 10 the 'sape' phenomenon, not onJy because its history, organization

and meaning bave been explored elsewbere,27 but also because in Kinshasa 'la sape' is less

institutionalized than it is in Brazzaville, making it more of an idiosyncratic persona!

expression than a coherent farm of social organization.

In Bacongo, a Brazzaville neighborhood where 'sapeurs' still organize and compete in

'sape' competitions,28 music from Kinshasa plays a very important role, particularly the music

of certain high profile musicians such as Papa Wemba who are known for their commitment ta

designer c10thes and the ideals of 'sape'.29 Much of the spectacle associated with a 'sape'

competition bas to do with the cultivation and the careful display of personaI style (c.f. Martin

1994; Schoss 1996). Sorne social science research bas looked at 'sape' as a unique urban

form of social or political solidarity (Gandoulou 1989; Bazanquisa 1992), but it May also he

seen as a highly individualized fonn of social distinction; 'sapeurs' are part of a movement, but

theyare aIso 'stars', or at lcast aspire to he. Thus it is not only the clothes they wear, but theiT

'star' mentality which links them symbolically to rnusicians in Kinshasa. On the other side of

the river in Kinshasa, participation in formalized 'sape' organizations or competitions does not

exist in the way that GandouJou has discussed for Congo-Brazzaville.30 However, musicians

27Juslio-Daoiel Gandoulou bas written two books OD the subject, one looking al the history and organization
of 'la sape' in a local setting in Bl'DZlJlville (1989) and the other focusing on manifestations of the phenomeuon
abroad, especially the importance thal mpeurs give to havÏDg bceo to European fasbion capital! sucb as Paris.
Althougb thae warD provide some important sociological delail and a general ovaview of the pbeoommoo,
other writing on the subject bas gone further in aoaIyzing the bistorica1, poülical aud symbolic aspects of this
UDique fonn ofurban social orglmizauoo (see especially Martin 1994; Friedman 199Oa. 199Ob; B81JIOQuisa
1992; Rouch 1989; Tchebwa 1996). Martin looks al the bistorical reialiooship bet\Veen c101hes and local
nOlions of individual 'force' or 'power'. As does Frieclmao. who puts fOl1h a semaDtic reading of the
relatioosbip of style ta persooaI ideotity and poütical economy. Bazcoguissa argues that 'la sape' must he
uo.dastood in lerms of Coogo.Bl'827Jlvilte's oompIex bislOry of polilicized ethIIic relations belWeeo the
primarily Kikongo-speakïng peopIes of the south and Bangala ethnie groups from the nonb who dominaled
oaliooal politics during tbc period of Gandoulou's study. Hedlt & Simooe (1994) vicw the SI1pt!II1'. a
cha1leuge ta the poIitical arder md a dass-b&sed stale rule (8110 sec Friedman 19908 011 this point).
28At the time 1was WlÏting Ibis cbapter, Brazzaville w. wnppcd up in a struggle fm power which aœordïDg to
unoffic:ial estimates wu respoasible for more tban 10,000 dcaIhs in oaly a paiod of a few mœtbs (penonaI
aJIDDIUIIieation. US EmbMsy penoand in the regioo). A large nwnber of internaity displaœd penons al
contiDUCd watfare duoughout the city bave must œrtainly disruptcd the everyday aetivilies ofmost oC the cilies'
iDbabïtanl8.
290espitc the faet that sevaal soptNl's are ranembered for tbeir altaDpts to he RCOpizcd as pnicssional
musiciaos (espcciaUy Nyarkos and Djo Ballard ofBrauaville), il seems .-ier for IIlUSÎciaos 10 StlfMfIT$ tban vice
vasa.
JOsome consider the 'kitcndisce' movemcntin Kinshasa 10 be simil. in D8lUIe 10 'sape' ("kiteDdi' is aKikoogo
ward for 'cloth' or 'clotbing'). Altbough 1have no data on 'l'bat tms IDOVcment may bave lootcd likc, 1know
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in Kinshasa are on the whole very conscious of what they wear and clearly compete with each

other (although in a less ritualized manner than the sapeurs) when it cornes 10 what they wear

and how they look [figure 5.4].

Probably the most well-known sapeur, Papa Wcmbaclaims to espouse the values of

'elegance' and 'personal' hygiene which define the 'sape' movemen~ although he himself bas

made it clear that he is no "slave to 'la sape'" (Tchebwa 1996: 196) [figure 5.5]. Brazzaville

sapeurs are resentful of the fact that the press presents Wemba as the 'King of Sape', given the

fact that he is not from the neighborhood of Bacongo (or even Brazzaville) and thus not a full­

fledged sapeur (Gandoulou 1989). But this resentment is tempered somewhat since he

promûtes the cause by holding ad hoc 'sape' competitions during sorne of bis concerts (RA

1992) and by virtue of the texts of bis sangs which refer 10 the sape sub-culture and values:

Na koya na Kin • jour yango eh
Ndako Da ogaï, eza nango eh
Bagnole na ngai, e2Jl oango eh
Na mwa esika ekotisaka
~ogo ezanga te, ezanga te, eh eh

Na kolaka C.f.A., jour ya après oh
Na kolata na ngai ensemble ya cuiranla
Bien sigœ Roco Martino
Oyo ya Cenuti, griffe yango eh
Gian Franco Ferri, griffe yango eh
Gian MRo Vennui. griffe yaugo eh
Henri Coco Ferri. griffe yango eh
Marithé el François Girbaud. griffe yango...

Na koya na Kin oh ob...

The day 1come back to Kin (sbasa)
rve gat a bouse there
['ve gol a car there
And a place to put il
Tbere's always p1euly of mooey

1be next day ]'U go to Brazzaville
l'U wear alealheroudit
With Roco Martino written on it
This label is Cemui
Gian FIëIDCO Ferri, this label
.Marco Venturi. chis label
Henri Coco Ferri, this label
Maritbé and François Girbaud. this label...

l'm comiog back to Kin...

("Proclamation". Papa Wemba in GandouIoo 1989: 214)

il wu olten given the stalUs of philosophy or religion by its memben (fchebwa 1996). An anti-kiteDdisle
pamphlet published by the Centre froIestaDt d'Editions et de Diffusioa in. Kinshasa explains the kitelldiste
movemeot as a '-religion wbicb. wa barn in the milieu of young musiciaos" and ",bich sprad rapidly Usinee
music is a powedul vchicie for iDformalioo", According to the pamphlet, Idt~ntJi.sIM, represcDts tbe '"(ail of
maokincr' and is to blame for an increase the amount of ilIegitimate childreo. sel'ual slavay, the love of money
and human saaifiœ (i.c. abŒtioo).
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fig.S.5 Papa Wemba: iiI am not a slave to sape"

6g.5.4 Koffi Dlomide: IlAllure na ngai ça va..." rI look good...')
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The naming and showing of labels ('griffes') is one of the ways in which 'la sape'

manifests itself in the Kinshasa music scene. This praetice, though sometimes done with an

ironie tone, May he secn as a means by which musicians symbolically insert th~mselves in the

prestigious high fashion Iineages Clines of clothing') in the West As 1discuss in a later

chaptcr (ch. 7), musicians often borrow clothes from each other for concert appearances and it

is not uncommon for musicians to receive clothes as gifts. J.P. Busé recalls the first lime he

received an outfit from another musician:

It was Claude Leogi-Lcoga. He was one of the Zaiko [Langa Langa] administrators al that tïme. ['U
never forgel mm because he brought me bad my first suit from Europe. Il meant so much to me. If
1 go back to Kinshasa oow and 1see Oaude is Dot domg weil, ('11 go and help bim out however I cao
(persona! communication August 25, 1997).

Although very few musicians in Kinshasa refer to themselves as sapeurs, they

nonetheless eultivate the outward signs and gestures oflen associated with the movement A

heightened sense of awareness with regards 10 clathes and clothing labels makes ·Ies griffes' a

common topie of conversation between musieians and much of the language of the sapeurs

from Brazzaville has been registered among musicians and their fans in Kinshasa (Tchebwa

19(6), The conspicuous display of personal style through clothing and the illusion of

•grandeur' created by oversized clothing seems just as common among musicians as i t is

among sapeurs:

Le sapeurpreDd des fesses biencam.brées et affiche une mine 'aristocratique' uaortie d'un venere qui
prend de la roodeur et atteint parfois les proportions d'un 'oeuf colonial'. Cette nouveUe morphologie,
à laquelle on doit imprimer uœ démarche spécifique, oblige le sapeur au 'look grand monsieur'
d'adapter sa garde-robe àce DOuveau 'look': un panIaIon nettement au dessus de la taille dassique, de
sorte qu'une fois la ceinture passée à la taille, le pamlaioD ample gooflc le postérieur du~uret met
en exa-guedes ·fesses proéminc:otes' àlamaoiàedcs 'nzcle' de Kin-Ia-8clle (ibid: 199).3

J l'The JJtJPSIT bas a we1l-curved bcbind and gives off aD aristoaatic air with a rounded beUy which sometimes
resanbles a 'coloaial ea'. This oew morpbology, wbidl is usuaIly aaxJIDpanicd by a special walk. requires
the sapaIT wilh the .grand moosieur' look to adapt bis wardrobe aaudinl1Y: pauls visibly I.ger than the
normal siu sa thaI oace the belt is mlUIld his waist, the ovenizcd pants pusb out bis posterior and aœentuale
bis 'promineot buttoe:ks', just like the pretty young womm of Kinshasa' .
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Gandoulou reports that sapeurs in Brazzaville prefer not only oversized pants and vests, but

even oversized shoes. Is this a function of the fact that outfits are often borrowed or rented

(thus rarely a perfect fit)? Or does big clothing somehow malee the person bigger?

On sait par exemple que les pantalons larges ont toujours existé el se portent actuellement"
indépendamment du génie des SapeW'S. Ces pantalons sœt à la mode. et ils correspondent a
l·apparence que les Sapeurs veulent se donner. Us les choisissent deux tailles au-dessus de la leur.
Mais" mieux encore, ils les portent bien au niveau. quand ce 0 'est pas au-dessus. du nombril; en
serrant la ceinture. ils s'~ent pour faire. eu avant et en arrière partiœlièraneol" de remarquables
plis (Gandoulou 1989: (55). 2

But clothing is not simply a language (McCracken 1988), since people obviously do

things with clothing. Oversized clothing exaggerates physical presence and gestures (à la

David Byme in "Stop Making Sense", 1983) and the implied Hnk between big clothing and big

personality permeates much of live musical performance.33 Singers remove and replace layers

of clolhing al carefully selected moments. always in the presence of a ~petit' who is waiting

eagerly to be seen assisting in the change. "The clûthes look best when dancing" (Ewens

1990: 148) and no one is more aware of this than musicians. One singer intentionally wears

his shirt untucked so that in the heal of the dance sequence he can tum bis back to the

audience. lift the tail of bis shirt from lime to time. and give the audience a sampling of bis

ability to isolate particuJar muscle groups.

32,ft is true tbat big paBlS bave always existed ... tbcse days chey are worn IlOt oaly by sapeurs. Being very
fashiooable, they are an important part of Ihe image tbat the~ tries ta give of himseIf. They cboose
[paots] two sizes biger tbaD tbcir OWO. But even better.1hey wear them at the lcvel of. if DOl above.the beUy
buRon. TigblCDiDg tbcir belt, they make sure ID aealC. in front but espeàally bchind. a saies of spectaeular
falds in the fabric'.
33CoaqMre this witb the est.hetic of ovasizcd dothiog in Afriçan-Amcrican bip bop cuUure (Rose 199'J).
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The 'Star Comp/ex' and Less Conscious Gesturing

The distinction 1 have made in this section between unconscious and conscious action

is drawn partially from my reading of Bourdieu's (1rm) discussion of 'strategie calculation'

which occurs alongside the various manifestations of habitw. "... [SJtructured structures

predisposed to function as structuring structures'~ take the forro not only of socially thinkable

actions but also physicaJ gestures that "can he coIleetively orchestrated without being the

product of the organizing action of a conductor" (ibid: 53). Although musicians in Congo­

laire do not coœtitute a social class in Bourdieu's sense of the term (ibid: 60), the gestures of

celebrity which they uniformly display in performative settings (bath social and professional)

suggest the presence of a social-occupational category similar to those 1have discussed for

other parts of sub-Saharan Afrien (c,f. Pwono 1992).

The bobbing motion which accompanies most performances may he related ta the need

for the singer, faced with complex harmonic and rhythmic combinations in vocal lines, to

become a sort of human metronome.34 Or maybe it is an ecstatic response: the hands bob up

and down..-paIms open--with their own rhythm, and together with a slight tilt of the head they

recall the gestures of ~receiving'cornmon in charismatic Christian churches [figure 5.6].

Regardless of its function, this motion has become a necessary part of most artists' stage

presence and (irooicaJly enough) an important expression of individual style. Young aspiring

singers bob precœiously in the hopes tbat by doing so they too will be a source of adulation

and inspiration. For musicians as weil as people in the audience, this motion, repeated

hundreds of times every weelœnd by countless singers~ is an outward sign that the musicians

are skilled and that the music is 'kitoko' ('good', 'preny', c.r. Pwono 19(2). Other

accompanying gestures also punctuate the performance: the way that singers look to the side

34cbemoff writes: "l'he mnsicians themselves maintain aD addiliooal~ u bas oftell becn observ~ by
movinl SOlDe part of tbeir body wbile thcy play, DOt in lbe rbapsodiç uumner ora violinist but in a soIid
regular way" (1978: SOl. AceordiDg 10 Richard WateI1Dm. a °mctrooome scase' 1 wbidl he compares ta a kiod
ofmeolal daoœ (1952: 211), aII0W! percussiooists md dmcas to opa1IIe wilbin œmpIex œmbinalioas of
poIyrhytbmic DICter that cbaage from Olle perfOlllUD:C 10 the De'll
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fig.5.6 Singers' hands bob up and down with their own rhythm (Revue Noire 1996)
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or behind them during other vocalists' solos, the raised eyebrow and the raised arm to signal

the transition ta the seben, the handkerchief deJicately dabbing a sweating chest or forehead,

the distinctive 'bad boy' watk (exaggemted large steps, head tucked in the neck, arms dangling

al the side) and the almast compulsive habit of twisting pantwaists and pulling them above the

hips. Ali of these gestures serve as marlœrs to a captive audience: 6600 you see tbis? l'm a

star up here!"35

During one of the few weeks [ was fortunate enough to have a vehicle at my disposai, [

was often approached for help with transportation. One musician, a junior leader in the Big

Stars, asked me not if [ could taIœ him somewherc but if he could drive. At first 1refused,

saying that 1 would he responsible if anything happened. But, as usual, the hot weather and the

musician's insisteoce kept me from being able to respect my decision. As wc drave around

Kinshasa, il became clear that the singer did not rcally care where we went: 661 just like to

drive," he said. Judging from the type of errands we were doing (mostly dropping in on his

girlfriends), it appeared obvious that he also liked to be scen. As we retumed to the car cach

time, he would carefully place bis wide-rimmed dark sunglasses, look: at himself in the mirror,

roll down the windows and tom up the music. He drave around al a slow cruising speed, bis

left arm hanging aver the driver's door, slapping hands with adoring friends and fans and

stopping to joke with traffic police. "Everybody knows me," he said unpretentiously. In the

course of our tcavels around town 1lold him that another band had asked me to perform with

them. "Don't do that," he said in acoaching tone. "Sray with the Big Stars; we're oot like the

other groups. We' re not frimeur".

The popular musician sees himself as somehow different from the rest of the

population. He does, after all, get paid to compose and perform music. He is intimately

350ne foràgn obsal'er rommented to me dlat musicians in Kinshasa tend 10 carry tbanseJves as if they were
somehow tabove' the audience (Lucie Ciagnon, penooaI CXJIDIDunicaliOll). Sloicism, maybe more of a stance or
a nOD-gesture, is rardy commentai 011, but is dearly an important aspect of the gestural rqJatoiJe of musiciaos.
John GrinIiDg bas COIDIDeIlted on this pbenomCDOll \Vith regards to the way audienœ manbers dance (in
Tchcbwa 1996: 339) aod CbcmofT, in a disœssiOll oC Congolcse popuIar music and danœ. IUle simil.
ob8ervatiom: "EVeil wben the shoulden and Ceet arc violcody active, tbe bcad is stable. If the bead is cool. the
body is cool" (1978: 149). 1bompsoo (1973) ". probably the fust to discuss Ibis 'ooolness' \Vith repds to
African music aod danœ.
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familiar with current events and popular discourse (especially the rumors~ expressions and

stories which serve as inspiration for his lyrics) but at the same time he is apart from the

constraints of everyday time. His view of the world is tainted by a schedule which keeps

him up lale at night and keeps him in bed late in the moming.36 In a place where everyone

is a musician to sorne degree (Tchebwa 1996), bis special status as a famous musician

separates him even more from his peers and contemporaries. The unique quality he bas

must be reflected in bis walle, bis talle, and the way that he dresses. This difference was

once explained to me bya felIo\\' bandmember: llEtre musicie~ c~est pas une vie comme

les autres; c'est une vie à part" (~Being a musician is not a life like other people live; it's a

different world'). From my notes after 1 had begun playing full-lime:

[ don't ([ guess) value the work tbat [do. Il feels weird to gel paid for playing music, but then
['m the first 10 admit thallhis is a lougbjob, differenl world. difCerent mindset, diCferenl
schedule. You're not the same as other people, you start 10 believe you're nol the same. This
was my e~perience, anyway, people turning and sraring,just staring and finally [could lell
myself ifs because of something [did and noljust the color of my skin (~fay 8, (996).

If it is possible to speak of a kind of lstar complex', or an unconscious gestural of

ways that musicians in Kinshasa act or speak~ the dean of this complex is undoubtedly Koffi

Olomide, known by his various lstar' personas: Crooner Antoine, Rambo, le Roi du Tcha

Tcho, Akram Ojjieh, Schwartzkopf~ MoukouloukouJou~ Papa Top, Papa Bonheur, Papa

Rocky.37 When 1 was first introduced to Koffi, 1 was struck by the carefully placed expensive

jewelry around bis neck and wrisl As we are talking~ Koffi is very distraeted. Our mutual

friend tries te move the conversation toward me~ hoping te help my research: uKoffi, did you

know that Bob is an artist too?" Koffi feigns Înterest ·~Oh really? What do you paint?" l

36John Blacking bas argued lhal ""the essential quality of music is ils power to create another world of
virtual lime" (quoted in Waterman 1990: 215).

37~(ultiple naming is a very CODlOlOO practice in Kinshasa's music scene. Emeneya. another Camous
singer, is also weU-known for a long series of oiclrnames: Emeneya. Djo Kester, King, Evala. ~falakoze,
~tungu,Grand Petrolier, Rossignol~Kwa-~fambu,Jésus, L'émeriœ, Bachelier, Docteur, Ya ~(okolo.1na
laler cbapter (ch. (0) [ will talk about naming and ils implications for undersranding the entangled
relationship of· tradition· and "modernity' .

242
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think he was trying to show that he knew that the word 'artiste' did not apply only to

musicians. "Actually, l'm a musician. An ata/aku." "An ll1aloJcu?'" He seemed surprised. "In

Lingala? Why didn't you come to play with us?!'t John cuts in: "He plays with your

competition." As the laughing trails off Koffi interjects: "Ah, Monsieur John, you know [

don't have any competition." We laughed once more (Koffi less so) and 1got the feeling he

was very seriaus. Befare long, he was pulled away by anather incoming caU on the telecel

that bis secrétaire personnel had this time decided not ta screen.

Reddy Amisi, 'petit' of Koffi Olomide and protégé of Papa Wemba, quicldy becamc a

star in bis own right38 The subde cloak of celebrity that settled down around him, espccially

after bis hugely successful second solo album (uPrudence!'t, 1995), has led Reddy to ask many

questions about this elusive status to which he is oRly now becoming accustomed:

U1bere's a lot of love for musicians,09 he laid me in an interview. ··You sec the big crowd, everybody
screaming, md you n:alize that it's you thaCs making them go crazy üte Ibis. lbey want 10 gel close
to yon 10 see what you're like in persan. They ast themselves: ·Wbat proof do 1 bave dJat 1 saw
him?~ That's why they always waot to take pictures. And 1can't blame them. Who knows when
you'U be back through their town?" (Reddy Amisi, Sep 27, (995)

And later in the same interview:

1 thînl. 1bave a lot to do [in my career). Whcn fans wink at me, 1ask myseJf the question: ·How are
you going ta keep your balance with the audience'?, Over a period of five·seven ycars 1bave to show
the fans that l'm stable, no ups and downs (ibid).

Based on what 1 had seen of Reddy during his first solo toUf, it seemed he was going through

the process of leaming the gestures of fame, making sense of what it fel t Iike ta he a rising

'star' , ail the time adjusting bis image of himself based on the interaction he had with fans and

members of the larger public ("1 have ta show the fans... ' [figures 5.7~ 5.8, 5.91. As 1 left

bis botel, 1saw a worker buffing the already shiny lile tloors and whisding one of the songs

[rom Reddy's latest album. If Reddy himself was there al that moment, 1would have been

38Rcddy leUs the story of bow Wcmba did not want to let bim ÎDlo the band until Koffi inlervened and
convinœd Wanba tbat Reddy bad ttue ~sc.' poteDliai. Rcddy is DOW the uodisputed leadog ·idd' in Wcmba's
entourage.
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fig.5.8 The motorcade (li. 'carnaval') lo announce Reddy's arrivai (Dolisie)
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convinced tbat the song \Vas for Reddy's benefit. But Reddy was nowhere in sight; the

young man was just whistIing one of his favorite songs.

Rumors and the Intimate Public

Apart from the fact that musicians are increasingly dependent on concertgoing

audiences ta keep their careers aJloat (ch. 4), they also feel a great deal of accountability and

affection for their fans (HThere's a lot of love for musicians...n ).39 This complicity between

musicians and fans is played out in various contexts. In Chapter Seven, for example, 1 look at

the ways in which audiences and artists interpenetrate each other's space during live music

perfonnances (dancing, shouting, picturetaking, and money spraying). But the public a1so

• panicipates outside of the concert sening~ especially through the uniquely Arrican institution of

l.radio trottoir' (rumor). In the following section 1am primarily concerned with ho\\' non­

musicians 'write themselves into' (Cohen and Odhiambo 1992) this world of fame and

glamour by circulating and contributing 10 public knowledge about musicians.40 Public

knowledge, of course, in arder to be convincing, must seem like private knowledge (i.e. first­

hand knowledge), and thus staries about the 'stars' of the popular music scene are often told

from a personaJ point of view, and with a suggestion of familiarity or intimacy between the fan

and the anist Through public stories and rumors, non-musicians participate vicariously in the

wonder-fui quality of individual fame, fortune, and intrigue.

3~[usicians' relations with fans are obviously not perfecto J.P. Busé tells stories of fans who "just want
to get close to you to sec wbat you're like so thal they can go and lalk shit about you to their friends"
(persoual communication). Busé's comments are consistent with the personalized rumoring wbich is the
focus of tbis section.
-Wobviously these nows of information go in multiple directions. sinœ as Jewsiewicki (1991) bas shown
in a discussion of popular painÙDg. artists are dependenl on lheir s<X.'iai milieu and social imagina1ion to
fmd ideas for their work.

247
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Despite the importance of nunors and radio trottoir ("pavement rndion or "the

grapevine'') 10 everyday liCe in Many parts of contemporary Africa, Africanists have paid

relatively tittle attention [0 socially and culturally constructed fonns of heresay. Radio

tronoir,41 and the rumors that result from il, have been discussed as a means of understanding

social networks and the transmission of knowledge (Epstein 1969), as a modem form of the

African ami tradition (Ellis 1989), as a source of information about political events (Ellis 19(3)

and as one of the Many ways in which the politically powerless assert a political voice (Barber

1987; Mbala-Nkanga 1992). But rumor is not the exclusive domain of the voiceless masses,

since artists, writers and even politicians draw from and add to rumored knowledge in various

ways (Mbala-Nkanga 19(2). If other social scientists have steered away from this source of

indigenous knowledge, it is probably because information based on rumors is perceived as

difficult ta obtain and impossible to verify:

1want to suggest that for laie nveolieth-century aœdanîcs. the differences between nunor and research
reports are great; they are m:oontcd iD ditTerent media, and they bave canpletely differmt levels of
credibility. But for the subjects of the research and of colonial biomedicine, rumor and our own
notiODs of fact may Dot have been ail that different (L. While 1995: 220).

As Luise White has suggested in ber work on prostitution in colonial Nairobi, the anaIysis of

rumors should be less concemed with the credibility of rumors than the social dialogue in

which they are embedded:

The pmpose of g08siping. nunormongering. and even ralkïog is DOt ta deliver information but to
excbange it...the stories eumincd for this article were talcen together. They were not told in isolation
nor without aJIltradiction or argument or corra:tïon. There was no single estabIished version, no
single accurale account. Instead, Ibese staries were toId, exchaDged.aiti~ refined. and laugbcd al.
They were part of public knowledge, a way to argue and compIain and worry (L. White 1993: 747).

Following White's lead, 1want to argue tbat a more systematic analysis of romors

would need 10 look at rumoring, Le. the process of how rumors are produced, legitimated and

41Acmrdiog to Blis (1993), radio trottoir oonsiSlS ofrumon,jokes. puBS. and various sorts of aoeaiOles
passed by ward of moulh. In SOlDe .-rs of Fraocophone Mri~ the tam ~radiocoootier' is used. [bave a1sa
heard the exprasiOll~h radio" for sœœ IBIS ofEaglish-spcaIDng East Aftica.
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spread. According to Ellis (1993), people from ail walks of life participale in the production

and transmission of rumors, although nJmors told by those with social proximity to the

rumors' subjects are often accorded special status. He shows how people who tell nunors

about political figures in Togo almast never cite their sources and they rarely offer empirical

evidence for their daims. But even in a context where the veracity of rumors is not of priffiary

importance~ first-person accounts seem [0 carry more weight: "When rumors were not first

person accounts they were frequendy told with great thoughtfulness and care, to make them

more credible" (L. White 1995a; 220). Thus daims to authority are made either by virtue of

the speaker's firsthand experience ("1 saw it with my own eyes") or by placing the nunor

within a public body of common knowledge ("Of course everyone knaws thal .."').

Rumors in Cong~zaire also seem ta he part of a public dialogue which produces

knowledge about social relations and social change.42 Although life in Kinshasa is filled

with rumars on many topies (politics, male-female relations, magic, ete.)~ 1will focus here

on music-related rumoring in order to make some tentative observations about the ways that

rumors Mediate relations between artists and their audiences.43 Rumors circulate through

'unofficial' channels, not onJy "bouche à l'oreille" ('mouth to car') via radio trottoir~ but also

through more 'official' channels 5uch as fan club newsletters, local newspapers, radio and

television programs and music/entertainment magazines. In this discussion 1will he blurring

the distinction between these channels of romoring, partly because rumors themselves travel

back and forth freely between them. Newspapers and magazines, because of their

pennanence and because of the urgent way they circulate, contribute to the fonnation of a

body of public knowledge about what is happening in the world of music (c.f. Waterman

1990: 23). This, of course, does IlOt Mean that ail newspapers and magazines contribute

4210 a fascinating article on rumors and commodities in Zimbabwe, Timothy Burke (1998) bas arguai tbat
people ose rumors ml a slratel)' for COIIStnIctÏDI kDowlcdge about the iocrcasiogly alicoating relations and
cooditions ofpost-iDdustrial capitalist productiOD. Accordin. to FJlis, rumors .-e a "crucial clement in the
interplay of forœs bctween stale and civil society..."' (1993: 474).
43A few examples flOOl Kinshasa's most well-read gossip labloid DeWspaper: uA womm grabs the 'third leg~
of ber alter-ego MId shoots: "1 don't salisfy you anymore?" (Kin Potins, Nov. 30, 1996). UAD lS.C. proCessor
'cœsults' in a Kintambo hote! room"' (Kin Potins. Nov. 18. 1996), and uA Tutsi diJector from B.CK. poisons
bis ncigbbors"' (Kin PoIins. Nov. 18, 1996).
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equally. Of 15-20 regular daily or weeldy newspapers in circulation in Kinshasa in 1995­

96, about half publish articles on music and of tbat number about Cive publish music-related

articles (rumors or otherwise) in every issue. Music and entertainment magazines number

anywhere from 3-5 in Kinshasa at any given tinte. They are published less frequentJy than

newspapers, but usually devote approximately 75-80% of thcir content to music-related

stories, the rest being about sports and fashion.

The most comman type of information that circuJates about musicians bas to do with

their professional activities. Salongo, a culture and news daily, often gives a weekly or bi­

weeldy roundup of these 'events'. One issue inc1uded a full-page spread (one out of eight

pages) with four articles canying the following headlines: UAfter bis stay in Europe, Madilu

4Multi-Système' is Back", "Despite the Departure ofTwo Key Players, 'Temple di-Ronla'

Maintains a Sready Course", uBarring Unforeseen Circumstances, Zaiko Langa-Langa in

Kinshasa at the End of this Month'~, "Big Stars: On the Right Path as They Tour in Zambia"

(Gampuende 1996: 4). As sorne of these headlines suggest, very often articles published

about musicians are intended to promote important events such as splintering, tours, or ncw

albums, but this update is nonetheless an important source of information for radio trottoir.44

Once as 1crossed the busy bus and taxi tenninal in the Middle of Matonge (Place Victoire), a

middle-aged man stuck bis head out of bis car window and politely asked me if l knew when

zaiko Langa-Langa was retuming to Kinshasa. 1told him that 1didott know the exact date,

but 1 thought it would be before the end of the month. He thanked me and drove off.

Rumors about musicians' activities often take the form of things more spectacuJar.

During the peak of its suceess in the late 1980s, Boketehu's Swede Swede quicldy became

known as the new darling group of Kinshasa poIitical and commercial elites. As if to confinn

this privileged status, nunOB still circulate about bow the group used to he intenupted mid­

show in arder to he brisked away and put on a plane which would take tbem ta Mobutu's

44Mmic produccrs and proIIlOIa5 bave become stars toc: 'Under the protedÏon œL'Intemaliœai Desy
ProducIion. Zaiko FamiliaDei ttavcls to~,t9(Disœ n.d.). "MadamIe Koub Sidonie crcatcs SID-MUSIQUE
for the promocion of load music:iaos'· (Disco n.d.), "Palric:k Maogasa. a tnJe œJebrily" (ibid)
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residence in Gbadolite for a private performance. Upon arriving, they were apparently

sho\vered \Vith gifts and given unlimited access to a new Pajero from the president's private

collection of vehicles. A stol)' from Wenge 's tour in Belgium:

After the suœess of their first Euro-American tour, Wcoge Musica is DOW staying in Brussels, where
according ta nanars in Kinshilsa. the group is having serious problems. Casa Musiama [the
promoter) is no longer able 10 pay their living expeoses and thus they were kicked out of their hote!.
ln addition, the health of the baod's "animateur' Robert Ekokota is still a source of great concern. At
present. he is hospitaliud in a clinic in Brussels (Palmares, #515. Oct. 5. 1995: 6, empbasis added).

Rumors still circulate about how Koffi Olomide's limited skill as a dancer (something

extremely unusual for popular musicians in Kinshasa) forced him la start taking dancing

tessons sorne years baek. Despite the fact that he is still admired more for bis singing than bis

dancing, most people agree that the lessons enabled him to improve considerably.

Newspaper stories about competition between bands and various fonns of intra-band

confliet, espec1aJly splintering (ch. 8), are aJso very common: "Adamo, Baroza and Malage

spit in the face of N'yoka Longo" (Ndule 1995), "Defao Matumona: 'l'II stop moonlighting

the day that Ben Nyamabo starts paying me my copyrights in cash'" (Disco Hit 1985),

"Likinga appointed president of Zaiko Familia Dei, an unhappy Bimi tries to sell his Mercedes

and go into hiding in Europe" (Disco Hit 1985). Magazine articles concentrate on recently

departed (or fired) members of bands and the never-encling confliets which result from

changes in personnel: "Nyoka: '1 don't know how Bimi was able to buy a Mercedes'" (L'As

des As 1988), "The contlict continues between 110 Pablo and Nyoka Longo" (ibid), "Nono

Atalalru al war with Ditutala" (ibid). In sorne cases magazines will publish sensationalistic

accounts of musicians' lives and later offer the musiCÎan an open forum 10 refule daims or

deny accusations: "Debaba: [never asked to join Familia Dei (Disco Hit 1147 11th year) or

"Fafa of Molokai \\'as never arrested for selling drogs" (Disco 160, 6th year). In one article,

an angry musician responds publicly 10 comments made by a ~bmdmember:
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1don't understand what pushes Malembe to say that no musiciao in [the band] Victoria is paid Jess
tban 4.000 Z. RidicuIous! Do you know how much he himself makes al the end of every month?
900 Z! That's why he cm't even boy a cm of paint for the walls of the room that he was given by the
parents of bis wife. He doesn 't even bave any chairs. [He isl a Mario [gigolo] that fled bis parents'
bouse to go live in a house tbat belongs ta a woman (Bongo Wcode speaking about Malembe Chant.
Disco #60, 6th year).

Achille Ngoy, a well-known Congolese writer/joumalist who was very active in the

Kinshasa music scene in the 1970s explained that as a young journalist he would encourage

musicians ta make up stories about conflicts between them. "Telling artists ta fight," he said,

"was a good way to sell papers" (persona! interview, June 28, 19(5). And scenes of

reconciliation between rival or even feuding artÎsts-often staged during concert time-also find

a captive audience in the local press: "Playing on the same stage: Zaiko Langa Langa Nkolo

Mboka and L'Empire Bakuba" (NduJe 1995), "Wembaand Koffi pals once agmn: A new

record CWake Up') to seal their friendship" (Le Soir 1996). The story of Nyoka Lango's

very conspicuous presence at Koffi Olomide's lOth anniversary party circulaled wildly for two

or three days after the event (ch. 7). People speculated about whether tlùs was a hollow

gesture on the part of Nyoka Longo or whether it in fact represented a true reconciliation

between the two rivais. Another common strategy used by joumaliS1S is to give the impression

(similar to tabloid publications in Europe and North America) mat otherwise private or

personal information is being 'unveiled" or 'unmasked' for the reader's benefit: "The whole

tnlth of the zaiko affair''' (L'As des As 1988), "Madilu Système offs his mask and delivers bis

secrets with Luambo" (Ndule 1995), "Luambo Makiadi's killer unmasked" (Pop Stars 19(6).

In many cases these 'revelations' are tied to musicians" rumored involvement with sorne form

of magic or sorcery.

Rumors about musicians and witchcraft, or the use of fétiche (magic, charms), seem to

be less common in written sources, although the joumalism interview fonnat almost always

iDcludes a question 00 the subject Music joumalists are unable ta Tesist the topie of magic and

tbis is partly because the questions pertaining to witehcraft are the most likely to arouse ioteresl
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on the part of the reader. Musicians for their pan have come to expect this topic in most

interview situations and as with other types of predictable questions, they often give

predictable answers:

l\ilusic Joumalist: Other musicians have accused you ofusing nkisi(magicJ rD kamI )'Our rivais and
thw stay on top of the Kinshasa music scene, is rhis ,rue?

Musician: Let me decJare once andfor ail that 1have never mmJe use ofmagic or any such thing in
order to get where 1am today as a musician. Other people may use fetisb. but 1have never done so. If1am
popular it is because people like my music and because ,hey know that 1am a Christian. Ifother people have
bad things to say. it must be because rhey are jealous.

Exchanges like this one occur frequently. Musicians know that joumalists will ask the

question and joumalists know that musicians will deny any involvement whatsoevcr. Fans

know lhat even if it were true, the musician would nevcr admit to having committed such

acts.45 Nonetheless, rumors about musicians and witchcraft continue, as if public statements

made by musicians ooly added to the excitement that surrounds the stories (UEmeneya: '[

discovered the secret of success and its far fromfétiche' " L'As des As 1989). A number of

classics in this category are still told.. such as the stories about how Verckys (Vévé) was

thought ta he trafficking in human skulls in order to finance bis lucrative music promotions

activities in the 19708. Or how Franco's long reign as the head of O.K. Jazz was due primarily

to u un fétiche très fort" (·very strong magic') which instilled fcar in the hearts of even his

greatest rivals. Or how Nyoka Longo's success as the driving force ofZaiko Langa Langa was

the resuJt of a 'dea1 with the devil' which kept him from heing able 10 own a home of bis own,

or in any way invest the money he was earning.

A look al one case in puticular will give some ideas about the dynamics of rumor

production and musicians' response. Reddy Amisi (see above) began to enjoy widespread

4~usiàaDS who bave left "'la musiqœ du monde" (~music oC Ibis world') for ~·Ia musique religieuse". represent
an important exceplioo. Music:iaDs in Ibis eategory oftell admit to baving resorted to witdaaafi in the pasl in
arder to be popuJ. C'avoir du SUŒès"). Tbeir DCW idallity as Christian musici.. is œofirmed by theirmove
to t'C:llOUIlœ Ibese pracâces. wbich are sceD by Christians as saa.ic and mli-modem. Uo Pablo. leader of
zaiko's most receot offshoot zaiko Laup Laoga FlIIIIilia Dei, explains m. tbey chose the suffix ·FauiliaDei'
(Family ofGod) to show that they did DOl waal ra he associatcd widl laiko Langa Laop Nkolo Mboka. wbidl
was orteil accused of rccourse 10 JDalic (sec also ch. 9). For more OD the lise ofcbarismatic dlurdxs in
Kinshaw over~ yem sec Deviscb (1996)..Ndaywel (1993).
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success after a series of tours and the relcase of bis second solo album in 1995. Arter a

concert appearance by Reddy in an elite leisure complex just outside of Kinshasa., a mortal car

accident occurred which resulted in the death of severai fans who were driving home from the

show. Concemed about rumors (sorne of which were published in the local press) that blamed

the accident on Reddy's use of fétiche, he caUed a press conference ta clarify his position:

What the media b.ad ta sayon this subject caused me a great deaJ of pain and at some point 1slopped
being myself. 1was asking myself: ''''bat 1shouJd do? Why was 1being aeeused? What proof did
l11ey have that 1was responsible for this accident?' (Kanyinda 1996: 6).

The rumor went something like this: the reason several people died after Reddy's concert is

that he commissioned sorne kind of magic to ensure that bis retum to Kinshasa (from bis base

in Paris) would he a big success, but in exchange for his success he had to sacrifice severa!

lives, sa he designated his fans.46 A young man in the neighborhood where 1was living had

this to say: "1 don't like Reddy; he's a witch. Everytime he bas a concert, somebody dies

afterwards." Thus unsubstantiated rumors become the basis for an interpretation which takes

on the slatus of a generally accepted tnJth. Apart from the faet that Reddy is known as a

thoughûut sensitive artist, it is still telling that he look these rumors seriously enough 10

organize a press conference in order to c1ear the air. In explaining the unfonunate occurrencc,

he called attention 10 the fact tha1 accidents of this type had happened in the past and if anyone

was to blame il had to be the organizers for not having better security, or municipal authorities

for failing ta repair streedamps along the road.47 In this passage~ notice the way that the

musician uses his status as a Kinshasa native in order to lend legitimacy to what he is sayjng:

46tn Chapters N'me and Ten 1 will disalSs the reamîDglllOlifs in beliefs about witdK:raft 1am graleful to
John Grinling for the observation thal most staries of witdlcraft in music involve seme sort of 1dcaI' or hlllmUl
sacrifice in exdJan&e for the daired ends. usuaIly fame or suœess (le SJlCCis). Also 00 tbis subjcd sec Bcrmao
(1988), DeBoedt (19988), Gesd1Ïerc (1997) and Tauaig (1980).
47Comparc Reddy's amments with thoseoflhe 'modem skeplics' discussed by Gable (l99S), also sec ChapIer
Ten.
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l'm a 'mwanaKin' [a son of Kinshasa], in other words a real 'Kinois' who grew up in this city and 1
know what people are like. People always bave to talk about each other and most of the time aU they
do is speculate... As far as l'm concemed. when people start talking about/biche it's nothing ncw.
Even in your family, if you become someone important because of your own effons, people will
accuse you of being a witch. It's really sad! 1am not respoosible for the accident that happened...it's
a1ways people with bad intentions [mauvaises IanguesJ that are the fmt ta accuse others (N'zanga
1996: 4. my emphasis).48

The way that people tell rumors (oot only in an urban setting) suggests certain ideas

about the role that rumors pJay in interpersonal relations. Firs~ rumors express the tension of

social differentiation. Successful musicians are highly visible and their financial success (often

a source of envy) is explained by rumors about what they had 10 sacrifice in exchange for

success. Second, rumors are one of the means through which fans create an appearance of

intimacy between themselves and their favorite stars. The sons of a close friend in Kinshasa

would often begin conversations with me by saying: &40h, Monsieur Bob, wc just came back

from Pépé Kallé's place. He's doing really weU" or "1 was just hanging out with Wera Son

[Wenge Musical. They have a big show tomorrow night,t When 1pressed them for more

infonnation it became clear that they had walked by Pépé Kallé's house and saw him sitting on

the balcony or had been hanging out near Wera Son's car in the parking lot outside of one of

Wenge's pmctices, but apart from that tbey had no personal contact with the musicians whom

they tried 10 make it seem were close, personal friends. People tell each other bits of

information (often rumors) about these public figures in order 10 create an impression of

proximity ta the 'stars':

480tberCoqoIese nsts have attadJcd tllis idea of 'penooaI effort t to tbeir profcssiooal idenlilies. 6Penonal
effort' is an idea whicb is dcarly iDfluençed by CbristiaD ideas aboot the raigious value of bard work, but it
implicidy Rien back ta the threat of witdlCl'a(t aœnuriOllS. J.P. Bué, a CODaoIese singer bascd in Monttâl
aad TŒOIlto bas lUIDCd bis fn production CCIIDI*IY EPERS XYZ (F1fŒts Persoaac1s XYZ) and DeBoeck
(1998&) relers ID the Kimt païDIa' Paqm (Peinin: Arliste Flfort PenoJmcI Midgi). Adlebe (1990) bas
disœssed TutoIa's vision ofan MriClll wart ctbic Dl the daDgers assœial&:d trilb wealth dIat is DOl camed.
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De/aD's a good Idd. very responsible. We grew up rogerher in Kisantu.

That's just the way Manwa/cu is. you faww he's lived in Swilzerland for a long tiTl1t!; even has a
Swiss wife.

After Blaise got beat up hy those goons, he was Rever rhe sanie. Ir rook lIim a long rime be/ore he
co..ld stan singing again.

Koffi Ulœs women 100 much. The other day he a/mon kicked Dieudonné out ofthe band because he
caught him ,unning around with one ofhis new girlfriends.

Ben wouJd do anything to have Lidjo in his band. He's a[,eady offered mm a car and ail the outfits he
wants.

The speaker thus creates an illusion of intimacy with the star~ since information of tbis kind~

told in this way~ could ooly result From intimate knowledge or firsthand experieoce.

In a similar way~ speakers tend ta adapt or 'personalize' stories of events which they

may not have experienced firsthand. One such story was based on an odd 'miraculous'

ocurrence in which a fish, once out of the water where it had initially been spotted~ turned into a

small human baby and then just as a large crowd was arriving, turned iota a young lO-year old

girL According to accounts of people present~ local police officers brought the young girl back

to their station for questioning, but she was unable to speak, therefore confirming the belief that

she was in fact a fish (possibly sorne form of mamywata?). As we drave by the place where

tbis amazing 6fishbaby' surfaced from the water, 1thought nolbing of the crowd that was

spilling over onto the street. But when we stopped for gas not much funher clown the road, the

other people in the car quickly began asking the gas station attendant questions about what had

happened. They found a ftsh, he said. And then it turned into a baby. By the rime they got it

to the police station, it was already a young girl, but il still couldn" talle. Who founti il? They

asked. /1 was a jisherman, he was just sitting there and it came up out oflhe wateT.

Questions were asked with a seriousness of tone which strangely enough did not seem

to contnldict the humorous recouDting of the tale as we left the gas station. [asked them why

sometbing like titis would happen and someone answered matter of facdy, "C'est un miracle"

('It's a miracle'). When 1 was dropped off al my destination in the center of the city, 1was
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surprised to hear the people around me talking about a 'miraculous event' that had just

occurred. [asked them if they were talking about the 'fishbaby' and when they nodded

yes 1answered, uOh, 1just came from there, 1saw the whole thing" and 1proceeded to tell

everything 1 knew about what had happened. As my story UDfolded, 1listened to myself

telling every detail 1could remember, and even adding sorne details of my own, in arder to

sculpt something resembling a firsthand accOURt "80 we were driving by and 1saw this

huge crowd of people in the road. They were all trying to get a look al the fishbaby. Of

course she was already a girl, but when they first found her she was a fish. And then a

baby." 1cannot believe the things 1am saying, yet 1continue as 1seem to have an attentive

audience: u'She couldn't even speak, sa the gendarmes come and take her away. They

didn't know where she came from and they were afraid it might cause problems. It's a

miracle, a real miracle, eh?" They nodded emphatically.

To this day 1am not sure why 1felt compelled to tell this story in this way,

although 1 think at sorne level il had to do with my desire to speak from a position of

authority ("1 just came from there, 1saw the whole thing") about an event that had quicldy

become a put of Kinshasa's social imagination. But il was also an attempt on my part to

effectively write myself into the event by rela}ing information in a way lhat somehow

suggested that 1had ubeen there" (c.r. Stewart 1993). Congolese use the same strategies

when they tell stories about their favorite singers or stars. By creating an illusion of

involvement, and in sorne cases an appearance of intimacy with important actors and

events, people make themselves part of the strange and wonder-fui world of popular music.

By 'strange' 1 mean that musicians' mghly visible, anti-social behavior makes them

tndy liminal social beings: they are narcissistic, self-important, impulsive, vain, and

ostentatious, brefail the things that Congolese tell themselves not 10 he. But 'strange' aise in

the sense that despite these anti-social traits, the m~ician's persona! power and charm enables

mm or her to occupy the imaginations of millions of spectators (both within the country and

abroad), and influence the actions of everyday people (ch. 9) as weil as those in positions of
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power (ch. 8). This hyper-individualism, however, is Dot wholly 'modem' (i.e. Western),

since in Ibis context~e individualist is often regarded as a witeh" (Turner 1969: 130) and on

many occasions musicians' anti-social behavior is held up for public scrutiny. By 4 wonder­

fui' 1mean something that is literally 'full of wonder'., something in which we see ourselves

reOected, but something that is much bigger than the image we have of ourselves., and

something that is somehow transfonned. This identification with the ·star' is at the heart of

Kinsbasa's fascination with popular music. As 1show in the next chapter, musicians'

individual uajectories are of great interest to the general public. 1would argue mat in

musicians' movements-over time, over space and across the stage--people are watehing the

pm-adox of the individual's agonistic dance with 'modemity'.
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Part Three: On Being in Music
Chapter Six: Becoming a Musician

Becoming a Popular Musician
Trajectories of Fame
Women in Music
Leamiog to Play
Mundele Atalaku

Scoop and Shake
['Il Be Ready on Tuesday

From a Position of Privilege

Poets are bandleaders who have failed?
Something like that.

(Ayi Kwei Armah 1988: 52)

l can't let titis music get in tire lVay of my research

(from m)' field noles. April 8. 1998)
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The previous chapter shows tbat being recognized as a popular musician in Kinshasa

is not ooly a matter of being a good musician, but it also requires the musician 10 he a good

~star'. For every well-known popular musician, there are al least one hundred that did not

make it, and in Many cases it was not for a lack of musical talent As l discussed in the

introduction, the bias in my writing towards ~winners' is due to a number of factors, ail of

which led me 10 people who are clearly al the center of the music industry, and who occupy an

important place in the public's imagination. The primary goal of this chapter is 10 give the

reader an idea of the trajectory which differeDt people have taken in the process of becoming

professional. full-time musicians. The larger questions of what it means 10 he a musician and

what musicians actually do have been addressed in separate chapters (ch. 5 and ch. 7, 8). The

individual cases l will discuss below are representative, but by no means exhaustive, and the

choices l have made are conditioned by my intention to familiarize the reader with certain

• musical personalities that are commonly agreed on as musicians who have ·marked their em'

Cils ont marqué leur époque'). Of the four cases below, one is from Brazzaville and the other

tbree are l'rom Kinshasa. With the exception of one (the late Franco), an the musicians

discussed began their careers in the early years of the industry and are still playing music either

on a part-lime or full-time basis.1 At the end of this section, l will give a brief overview of the

role that wornen have played in popular music and sorne of the reasons hehind their decreasing

presence in the music industry of the 1990s.

The rest of this chapter will he devoted to the story of a musician whose trajectory is

much less representative of the Kinshasa music scene, but no less reveaIing. In the FaU of

1995, l began as a rhythm guitarist with General Defao's ~Big Stars'. a relatively well-known

group thal 1consider to he representative of the p[ofessional music scene of Kinshasa in the

mid-l~. After severa! failed attempts to adapt myself to local styles of playing guitar, l

• 1The examples [ bave chosen are technically speaking from the same generatioo. For examples of
musicians' trajectories in subsequent genaations. sec the section eotided "Splinteriog and the •Chef
Complex" (ch. 8).
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decided to begin training as an ata/aku (see ch. 3).2 The description of my transition from

outsider to full-fledged bandmember ('membre effectif') is instructive for a number of reasons~

not the least of which is methodological. A somewhat personalistic account of my experience

as a ~novice with status' (ch. 8) can he seen as an altempt [0 chip away at the aura of authority

which has characterized much ethnographic (Clifford 1988). In an atternpt to ~messify' the

illusion of coherence which tbis authority ereates, 1have set out to show how my own

fieldwork experience, itself messy and uneven, was conditioned by a complex set of relations

that made me simultaneously powerful and weak. By writing myself 'back into' the

ethnographie narrative, my goal is not to paint a clearer picture of 'what actually happened' in

the field, but rather to reflect upon the complex relationship between field research and the

process of writing, two aspects of anthropological work which are separated as much in rcal

tenns as theyare in our imaginations. Thus, to fnune this section as a separate 'fieldwork

account' would run counter to my intentions.

The main reason for opposing stones of how Congolese become musicians and how 1

myself became a musician is ta drive home the point that my status as a foreigner (a status of

which 1was constantly reminded, see ch. 8) gave me privileged access to areas of practice and

knowledge which are inaccessible to most local people who seek them out; a Congolese with

my level of expertise in Congolese music would never have made it past the audition. In fact,

as 1 will show below, 1did Dot even have ta audition. My participation in a local band thus

selVes as a concrete example of a Jarger poIitical problemlprocess, namely the way that bistory

and global politics have created spaœs of privilege for foreigners over Iocals. Obviously the

fact that 1was university-educated. and a musician in my own culture were factors in my favor,

but 1was American (li. plural 'BaCliDton'), and even more importandy 1was white and male.

ail factors which were operative and salient in determining my social stalUS in this setting.

2Tbe la1IIS lJIIiInateur aod ataJo/œ are used inten:bmgeably. In tbis cbapler 1use tIIIÎIrItlUIU' more often sinœ it
is the prefared tam amoIlg musici-.s.
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Apart [rom these ethical and political questions, the account of my training as a

Congolese musician also contributes to a large body of anthropological liternture which is

concemed with the structures and processes of apprenticesbip (in music see Chemoff 1979

and Berliner 1978), which not ooly examines how knowledge is transferred in culturally

specific ways, but also how occupational status and roeans of livelihood (especially in Africa)

are tied up in various fonns of professionally based patron-client relations (see ch. 8). What is

most apparent from these accounts is thal from endless repetition, bard work, and mistake­

making emerges lrnowledge about rules and patterns that are not obvious to the passive

observer. Furthermorc, with regards to the content and overall argument of my thesis,

understanding the teehnical aspects of the work 1was trained to do--that of a perfarroing

atalaku--is essential, sinee as 1have argued elsewhere (l998b), this liminal 'trickster-like'

figure is one of the Iœys to understanding the complex play of 'tntdition' and 'modemity' in a

contemporary urban Congolese setting.

Trajectories of Fame

Most Zaireans can tell you stories about the backgrounds of well-known musicians.

Everyone Irnows, for example, that Wendo used to he the engine greaser on the state-run

riverboat transport system. Or that Franco used to sit on his mother's lap while she seld

donuts in the nail market Or that Kal1é lOOk bis musicians to entertain the politicians at

Brussels Round Table discussions leading up ta independence in 1960. Stories and their detail

vary considerably, but the details that emerge from popular versions of musicians' trajectories

often cOl'l'espond very closely with the stories that musicians tell themselves. Manyearly

musicians were workers in colonial agencies or faetories t and practiced their music aCter bours

UDtil tbey were able 10 work full time as studio musicians on conbact This was the case Dot

only for Wendo, but aise for his colleagues Léon Bukasa (who worked al the Union Minière
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de Haut Katanga [UMHK]) and Manuel Oliveira (a carpenter whose contacts with West

Africau riverboat workers helped him fine tune his guitar skills). Jean Serge Essous (sec

below) worked for the Compagnie Française de l'Afrique Occident (CFAO) as well as

International Business Machines (IBM), and bis long rime friend and musical partner Nino

Malapet began as a clerk with the Caisse Nationale de Prévoyance (CNP) in Congo­

Brazzaville.3

Increasing access te education during the pericxi leading up to independence meant that

Many would-be musicians came from the church-based school systems tbat predominated in

the region. Many musicians give credit te the formai musical tmining they received as

members of the schoolboy chairs that were sc common in Catholic schools and churches

(Grand Kallé, Tabu Ley and Reddy Amisi among athers). The most well-known zairean

musician ··qui a été à l'école" ('who went to school') is probably Tabu Ley, who in the 1950s

served as secretary at the prestigious Kinshasa private school, L'Athénée Royal de KaJina

Bimi Ombaie (Zaiko Langa Langa) and Ntesa Dalienst (Les Grands Maquisards) were school

teaehers before becoming frontline singers, and a large number of the musicians playing with

groups during the pre-New Wave in the tate 19605 (Los Nickelos, Yeye National, Belguide)

were students who played music after school and on the weekends. Musicians such as Reddy

Amisi, Koffi 01amide and J.P. Busé (Zaiko Langa Langa) are cften cited as special cases of

musicians \vho have completed sorne post-secondary studies.

Tchebwa's periodization of four waves of zairean music (1996: 154-171) suggests a

process of professionalization of music over lime, with musicians increasingly living solely

from their work in music. But given the large number of musicians who never·maIœ it big'

3As 1noted in the previous cbapter, Goodola (l992; 1993) bas .-gued thar the majorily of these early musicians
came from rdalively well-lO-do f.mt.ies and 181 higbcr tban average levds ofeduœliOD. Alqu BI1p1e group
is neœssary to determine wbether this is true for musicians of the paiod in gcnaaI. Historical data suggests
chat during the colonial paiod those Coagolese who worked as salaricd anpIoyccs wae those most likdy to
bendit from the sociai/adbD'al prognas of die ooIonial govemmeal aad Ibe various para-coloaial iDstitutioas
of the day (sec dl. 2). Informal obscrvatioos from my fieldwort in 199>96 sulpst tbat if thae is 80y
OODleIIIpOIWY mnelalion betwecn soao-ealllOlllÏc swus mil the choice ofmusic as a aRer, il would he lhal
mosl people who dIoo8e music are from disadv..raacd (X' evCII sœiaDy marginal socio-ecœomic bldgrouads
(ace ch. 5).
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and a decaying local economy, this fonnulation cannot account for those that supplement their

incomes with non-music related activity, or thase that are forced to abandon music a110gether

in order (0 survive. In sorne cases. individuals in fields complementary 10 music (taitoring,

comedy, theatre. dance. etc.) are able to mobilize the funds and networks necessary to

organize musical groups of their own. This was the case with Aurlus Mabele (Loketo). a

soukouss musician who started as adancer,4 the comedian Ngadio Ngadios (Chic Choc

Loyenge) and Jo Ballard, the renowned sapeur From Brazzaville. General Defao himsclf first

became known as a dancer, and several young dancer-singers would follow in his footsteps.

the most well-known of which is Adolphe of Wenge Musica B.C.B.G.

Detailed stories From severai well-known Congolese music figures illustrale the

diversity of backgrounds among contemporary musicians. Jean Serge Essous, a

Congolese (from Brazzaville) and one of the founding members of OK Jazz (1956) came from

a family which was relatively weil-off during Cong<?Brazzaville's colonial periode His father

was one of the bicycle-riding male nurses trained by the very selective French colonial

administration.s Born in Mosendjo in 1935, he remembers the way that singing was used in

French colonial classrooms, not only as a source of motivation. but also as a form of

discipline. Grammar and history tessons were often put to song, and he still remembers the

words [0 a tune that extolled the exploits of Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza, the 'founder' of

modem Bmzzaville. Although his parents were not particularty interested in music. Essous

remembers being chœen in primary school as the class song leader because he had perfect

piteh and because he was so skilied at memorizing the words and melodies of sangs. At the

age of 10. when he became actively involved in scouting, he coDtinued bis interest in music

and began to play the penny whistle. In bis years as a secondary student al the College

Moderne de Dolisie he also participated in the school choir.

4oerao (Big Stars) is said to bave bcen a dancer fust aod a singer ooly lalU. This is also the case with Adolphe
ofWenge Musica BCBG.
5See Hunt (1994) for a f.anati.ng desaipliœ of the male missiODS')'-based nurses in the Bdgi_ Congo.
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Upon returning from Dolisie in 1952, he was reunited with some of bis old friends

from primary school, among them Diaboua Maria Isidore, nicknamed "Lièvre Rusén ('trickster

rabbif). Together they formed their frrst group, Club des Jeunes, which would later become

known as Negro Jazz. Although al first the group played for free in various bistros and bars

in Brazzaville, they eventually were bired by the legendary Brazzaville man about town and

music promoter, Monsieur Faignond He offered them a contract for four shows per week al

his DOW famous bar ("Chez Faignondn
) and it was there that the young group was discovered

by the leading musician of the clay, Joseph Kabasele (Grand Kallé) (figure 6.1]. Kabasele

arranged for the musicians to work, playing and recording music across the river in what was

then ~opoldville, and this was the beginning of a long and illustrious career in music.

Essous remembers the arrivai of Kallé as one of the Most exciting moments of bis career. .4We

were so nervous, we thought we were going to he sick" (August 30, 1995).

Essous's colleague and probably Zaire's most well-known musical figure, Luambo

Makiadl (Franco), came ta music along a different path. Born in Sona Bata (Lower Congo)

in 1938, Franco IOSl his father al the age of ten and a10ng with bis mother and siblings was

forced 10 move away from the village ...

Luambo leaves scllool in tbird grade and embraœs the slJeet The slreet with ilS violence, its passion.
its œntradiCliODS and its brokeo dreams. With a harmonica sblCk to bis lips. barefoot. and a wrap­
around knotœd around bis neck. the young Luambo helps bis mother on a daily basis to se1l dœuts in
the Ngiri Ngiri market (today Bayaka). the f.mly's ooly sourœ of inoome (Munde1e quoted in
Tchebwa 1996: 111).

According to the same source, Fnmco decided al the ripe young age of len that he wanted ta be

a musician, and in 1951 he joined Watam~ the group of his neighborhood friend and senior

colleague Dewayon. Many stories circulate about how he used 10 sneak in and steal

Dewayon's guitar white he was out, taking advantage of the lime 10 practice as much as he

could before the instrmnent's owner returned al the end of the day (Tchebwa 1996: 112).



"1

r 1. '
1 1
.r----.-.~ ~~ -~.,~..,

;'s

-
,(' ".

~~ .

•

•



267

Severa! years later, Franco was picked up by Henri Bowane, the sharp-dressed musician­

manager who had a special talent for negotiating relations between the newly formed studio

houses and the burgeoning pool of young talent in the capital (on Bowane, see Coopter 4).

Through Bowane, Franco was introduced to Papa Dimitriou, owner of the Loningisa

recording label, and it was there that he met the musicians with whom he would later fonn the

legendary O.K. Jazz. During the Congo's transition to independcnce (1959·1960), Many of

the original members of O.K. Jazz were forced to retum to their home country across the river

in Brazzaville (among them Essous), but Franco remained as the undisputed leader of what

would become a veritable musical dynasty (ch. 3).

One of the few musicians to seriously challenge the spell that Franco held over fans,

Tabu Ley (Seigneur Rochereau) would eventually become Franco's greatest rival. Born in

Bandundu in 1940, Rochereau was mised as an only chiId in a family that lOOk its religious

commitments very seriously. Like many other musicians, bis family Moved ID Kinshasa ooly

a matter of months after he was barn, and it was there that he anended primary school and

completed secondary school, eaming bis diploma in 1959. His parents had hoped that he

would become a priest, but he had his sights set on a career in music, and IlOt long after

finishing school he was already playing on a professional hasis. His early interest in music

was fostered by the Connal training he received in the Catholic schools he attended as a child~

but he took bis real inspiration from the popular music figures of the day, especially Wendo,

Jhimmy de la Hawaïenne, and Kabasele (Lonoh 1969). By the age of 15, he was alrcady

performing in front of an audience and composing bis own sangs, sorne of whicb were passed

along to he picked up by Kabasele himself. Michel Lonoh teUs the story of Rochereau's first

meeting with 'Gnmd Kallé':

The fated IDOIDcot fmallyarrived. It was a ttue coinàdcnœ. Tabu Rocbereau nIDS into Mailre KaI1é in a
café, dae caf~ of Cassien in Kinsbasa; the yooug fao iDtroduœs bimself as the author of sevcral soogs in
the Africm J81Z repcrtoire. Surprise:d. KaIIé invites die ncophyte 10 bis bouse 10 leam more. Il wu the
beginning of a fricndsbip tbat would open up TabuLey's career as a professiooal musicim (1969: (8).
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In order to become a full-fledged member of African Jazz, however, Rochereau must prove

himseJf as a perfonner, an opportunity he seizes with heroic style:

Once again, Kallé is alone on the microphone without co-singers. The bartenders threatcn and insult
African Jazz for bavÎng signed a coottaeL As as the owners of the bar are conœrned, the show must go
00. This is when Kallé caUs upoo Tabu Ley. The young singer bolds bis own for the entire concert.
Showered with flowers, the shouts of encouragement forced Rochereau ta foUow in the footsteps of bis
eiders (ibid).

Rochereau's combination of talent and good timing will win him the favor of an adoring

audience and in 1959 he is invited to join Kallé's African Jazz.

Born in Kisantu (Lower Congo) in 1944, Kiamanluana Mateta (Verckys or Vévé)

grew up Rear Kisangani (northeastem Congo) where bis family moved after the war, and

where bis father was a well-known railor. As he acquired more moneyand assets, one of the

investments his rather made was to buy a bar. Il was here that Verckys daims he acquired an

interest in music, since there was a group of musicians that used to play at the bar on a regular

basis. By the time bis family retumed to western Zaire (because of political unrest during the

period leading up 10 independence), Verckys had already started playing the flute. When he

arrived to Kinshasa, he was attending school on a regular basis and had started going ta the

Kimbangu church because he wanted to leam more about music. He staJ1ed out playing the

trumpet, but due to health problems and his smalt stature he decided 10 switeh to the

saxophone; "the trumpet takes more strength but less intelligence" (Dec. 29, 19(5).

His father wanted him to go to Europe ta continue bis studies, but Verckys decided that

he wanted to play music. At the age of 17, bis failier bought him a first car (certainly a rare

occurrence), and gave him sorne small means with wbich he could stan ta do business

activities of bis OWD. Verckys apparendy struggled al first to seUle down with one group. He

began with Johnny Bokelo's Conga Jazz, but socn after switcbed 10 playing with Kazembe's

botel caver band, Djambo Djambo. "They used to have to put me on a beer case, because l

was too short for the audience to hear" (ibid). Althougb he was a good player al a very young

age, he was actually turned away from O.K. J822 the frrst lime he approached the group for a
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position in the band. It was not until two years later~ in 1964, ooly when the Franco was

passing through a barwhere he was playing, that Verckys wouJd he given an offer to play

with Franco: 4'They were really surprised to sec how 1 played now" (ibid).

These short life histories illustrate not ooly the diversity of backgrounds wbich are

represented in the music industry, but also the importance of individual initiative in musicians'

professional developmenL In the face of obstacles such as family and community disapprovaJ,

lack of sufficient financial resources~ and stiff competition for a limited number of posts, the

musicians that sucœeded were thase that had the right combination of talent and determination

in order 10 gel noticed by those who had already established control of the local music scene.

But individual initiative was not enough. Invariably musicians were dependent upon support

(financial and otherwise) from others in order ta have access to instnunents and training~ and

in order ta he effectively recognized as a professional musician (see also ch. 8). Many

musicians' self-reported life histories emphasize the presence of someone else (usually aider)

who acts as a calalyst for the musician ta begin playing on a professional basis (Tabu Ley,

Reddy Amisi ch. 5).6

Popular accounts of these success staries emphasize not only the individual's

determination (Franco, Verckys), but also his good fonune, Le. the 4chance meeting' with his

idol which subsequently wios him a place in the band (Tabu Ley, Essous).7 Another theme

that emerges is the arrivai to the urban metropolis of Kinshasa. The family of the musician

moves ta the capital soon after the musician's birth (Tabu Ley) or is for some other reason

forced 10 relocate while he is still young (Franco, Verckys). ln some cases, the musician

cornes to Kinshasa on bis own as an adult (Essous, uLa Vie Est Bellej. Finally, most

accounts make sorne reference 10 the musician'8 education or lack thereof. Ure in music is

opposed to life in school, and even the capable student opts for the musician's lifestyle (Tabu

Ley, Essous). The ttajectories of women in music are different from men in that women are

6Also Vieux Bboleu (dL 3) and J.P. Busé. Coaqae Ibae acœuols wilb Bebcy's story about a Baule mm who
was brougbt to music by revelalioas wbicb oo.:umd to bim iD bis dRwDs (1975: 20).
7Lamy and Mwcnze's (l9R6) 41.Al Vie &tBclle", featuriDg PapaWemba. follow! a simil.D8I'I'aIivc.
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not able 10 emerge as celebrities without the associatiœ of a male counterparl 1t is true that

Many men aise depend on already well-known bandleaders in arder ta make a name for

themselves, but unlike with women, there are also examples where this is not the case.

Women in Music

Women in Congolese music, in addition to being on the bottom of a male-dominated

social hierarchy, have the additional disadvantage of being in a field in which theyare greatly

outnumbered by men.8 Despite the fact that most accounts (RA 1992; Tchebwa 1996) ITlake

reference to a trddition of famous female singers in Congo-Zairean popular music (Lucie

Eyenga, Abeti Maskini, Mbilia Bel, Mpongo Love, Tshala Mwana, Déesse Mukangi and Abby

Surya among others), the number of female artists compared to male artists bas always been

relatively small.9 In Most cases, their staries are blended in with similar staries told about

male artists (Bemba 1984; Ewens 1990) and apart from predictably gendered descriptions of

singing style or physical appearance, these accounts tell us li ttle about the particularities of

being a woman and a musician:

8ReJatively little Iuw been written 011 gender aod society iD Conlo-Zain:. Some referenœs to the mie of womeo
in the colonial period cao he round iD Balaodier (1955) for 8razmville and in Combaire-Sylvain (1950, 1968)
for Kinsbasa. LaIer literalUre discussiDg 'les femmes libres' of Kinshasa soch as LafontaÎDC (1974) or Litlle
(1973) is inleteSliog although perbaps las represcntativeof gmdcror pdcrrdations OD Ihe whole. Work
doue more n:œndy, especiaUy a voluminous list of publications by Brooke SdIoepf (see panicu1ady 1991;
1988) and the work of Janet MacGaffey (1987~ 1988; 19(1) bD beJUll to cal1 alteDlion to the 8tralelÏe8 tued by
womm to wott aœod the power of mm aad male-basal in.stitutioos. The work of Ne:y Rose Hunt. mosdy
cooccmed with BelJÏum~s colonies iD Cenlral Arrica. bas lookcd amoog otIa dlinp al the historiography of
Afriam wamen (1989), the poülies ri domeslicity aod the domeslic spbere (1990) and colooial policy toward
unmarried urban womm (1991).
9Allhougb Tcbcbwa .votes sevaal pages to women's oonlributioas to popular music, bis discussioo seems to
conflale the coolributiœ of womm anists widl the inspiraIiœ that WOlllCD bave provided for male COIDpœer8.

The Rf1 coUediOD mates a similar oversight: despite the fact tba1 il devotcd ODe of ils four CDs to the 'reines
de la rumœ', ooIy haICof the sonp OD CD lf3 fealUre female siDgers or composas. WOIDCII artists figuR
promineDdy iD local music and eolatailllDalt magaDDes (sec for exmapIe Ndule Dumbcr l, J...-y 1995)~

although tbeir presca:e is oftal blcodcd in witb the ra:uninl motifs œf.biOD and glamor.
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"Les femmes africaines ... possèdent un coffre pour faire sonner leurs voix et sont capables de
réchauffer le plus transi des glaçons. Qu?elles se nomment Aberi. Tshala Mwana. Mbilia Bel,
Mpongo Love... ? les cbanteuses lJIÜ'OÎses savent swinguer et rendre rapidement communicatif le
mouvement de leurs hanches" (1996: (52).10

Despite the fact that sorne women become known as independent artists, popular

discourse about female musicians tends ta couple them with important male musicians who

'discovered' or 'took them in' Cdécouvrir', 'encadrer'): Mbilia Bel with Tabu Ley (and later

Rigo Starr), Mpongo Love with Empompo Loway, Tshala Mwana with Suzy Kassey~ ete. ll

Even aIl-female bands, such as Emancipation and Taz Bolingo, are rarely discussed without

sorne mention of their male organizers or mentors. Female stars often begin as dancers (Tshala

Mwana, Yondo Sister) or back-up singers (Mbilia Bel, Déesse Mukangi) behind male front

men and some end up as artists in their own right. although in Many cases their repenoire

consists of material composed by male singer-songwriters. 12 In the carly years of studio work

women seemed ta have considerable freedom with regards to singing their own material (Lucie

Eyen~ Mbombo Anne, Ndaye Albertine? see RA 1992), perhaps partIy because their male

counterparts were also subordinates in the foreign-owned studio houses and presumably had

limited control over women's creative labor.13

This is not the case with Most emerging female stars in the 1970s and 1980s, who

always seem to have a musiœl strongman behind or beside them. However, as sorne female

artists progress in their career, they gtadually take more control over the creative aspects of their

10Afrigm women have a tnIe dlesiio mate their voiccs beard and they are capable of bealing op eveo the most
frozeo piece of iœ. Whether they are caUed Abeti, Tshala Mwaaa, Mbilia Bel, Mpoogo Love...• zairean fcmale
vocalists know hO\\' to swing aod bow lO ammUDieate with the motion of tbeir bips (my ttans1alioo).
1lTchebwa Iiscs aboutfony female siogers overlhe I.t 50 ycan (1996: 150(51). The table he bas œasttueted
forthis purpose bas fo1U'coIumn beadïnp: .....' (yca'), 'dumteusc' (singer), 'oeuvJeS œl~'(hitsoop)?
and 'mcaInms'(malemmlOr).

12nJe March 1995 editian of N'dole MapDne induda m intaview witb Abby Surya in whicb sile explains a
persooaI coofiid with Dino V_go, (rom whom me daims to bave hought the riplS for several SOIIJS whida
would appc3' 00 ber flnt solo album (N'Dof1DlSu 1995: 58).
13Aa:ordiDg toTcbebwa's labIe, tbis carly paiod (the 195(1) bas alm'gerDUlllbcrofpromineotfcmale siagers
Ibm any otbcr paiod (19S0s: 15, 1960s: 6, 19705: 12. 1980s: Il, 19908: 7). The dccr&aIC in the numbcr of
promioent female dsts over l'CICeIlt decades sugats a trmd toward the c::œsolidaoo of male power in the
IIl1ISÎc iadusIry sinœ indcprndenœ
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work.14 Some female artists, such as Mbilia Bel, operate their own production companies and

in Chapter Four 1have given examples of wornen working in the field of promotions. Many

female vocalists work as independent singers (Déesse Mukangi, Abby Surya), hiring out theiT

services to musicians or groups for studio recording or tours.. while others become permanent

members of groups, usually taking a place in the front line of singers (the first formation of the

Big Stars, Emeneya's Victoria, Wenge El Paris, Bana O.K. and Bozi Boziana's Anti-Choc are

the Most well-known examples). Bozi Boziana's case is an interesting one since he bas trained

a number of female voca1ists and usually perfonns with a front line of singers that is a11-female.

Sorne female vocalists lead musical groups of their own (Mimi Ciel, Mbilia Bel), but more

information is needed in order to be able ta say anything about how the structure or

management style of these groups compares with œnds led by men.

As this discussion suggests, women in Congolese popuJar music have occupied ail the

roles that men have (composer, arranger, vocalist, instromentalist, promoter, ete.), but since

the mid to late 19ms Most women working in the music industry have been employed as

dancers [figure 6.2]. Although sorne wornen have become well-known in their own right (see

Mayor in Ndule #3, 1996), dancers are generally considered to be expeodable (or easily

replaced) and this bas led to high rates of turnover and poor working conditions for Most

women. Examining relations between male musicians and female dancers may provide insight

ioto relations of power between men and women in the society as a wOOle. In the following

chapter, 1will look in greater detail al what happens 10 musicians (male and female) after they

have become integrated into groups and begin working as professional anîsts. But tirst 1 will

discuss my own trajectory as a musician in 1990s Kinshasa.

14Mbilia Bel's huge1y sua:esaful 1988 albmn "PheoomàIe" fatura six soogs, ail but me of whicb are written
..SUDI by Mbilia Bel. ODe SOD. was co-writtm with ha' bus..... and maaaer, Rigo Sim'. A YOUIII Canale
voaWst by die name ofSaJI.aMid publidy dcdaral having brokaa a rouring conttad with Koffi OIomide
becausc tlOn voulait me limiter.. raie de........ J'ai pRféœ partir" CTbcy wantal ta limit me to bciDg a
danccr. 1 wam't goiDg to stick around' •NdI* mapzine, 1995: 34).
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Leaminl to Play

Foreign (white) musicians have a long history in Zairean music (Tchebwa 1996). The

first whites were influential in early studio recordings, especially with wind and brass

instruments (Fud Candrix on saxophone and clarinet; Gilbert Wannant on solovox), guitar

(Bill Alexandre), organ & piano (René Pilaeis, John Werk) and especially as sound engineers

and protocol managers (Charlie Hénault). In the years leading up ID independence, and

especially after independence, white musicians become less common in Congolese ensembles,

although there are some examples from the 1981s (especially in Wemba's Viva La Musica and

Boketehu Premier's Swede Swede, bath of whom have used white dancers in their acts).

Apart from thœe that participate as dancers, most white musicians have played imported

instruments or instruments that are assumed to he teehnologically 'more sophisticated' ,

especially keyboards and guitars. This phenomenon, 1expect. is due not only to the shonage

of local expertise on particular instruments, but also tD the local perception that particular

instrumenŒ require formai musical training and greater familiarity with 'modem' teehnology.

Oiven that 1 had played the guitar since the age of 13, and given the prominent rote of the

electric guitar in Congolese popular music, 1assumed that if 1played with a local band, 1

should play the guifar.

After a lon87 careful period of refiection about what band wouJd he the Most amenable

to my presence as a foreign researcher, 1finally decided to approach Oeneml Oefao, the.
founder and leader of the Big Stars. Not ooly was bis group relatively well-known, but it had

a reputation for heing less unruly than some other bands, and 1thought this would facilitate my

research. One evening after a few beers and a few failed anempts to locale the person we had

planned ta mee~my Swiss friend (John Grinling) and 1decided to 'drop in on Defao'

unannounced. Tbis was John's favorite way of approachïng people, and 1 think he was tired

of me freUing aver 'la décision du groupe7. We get in the car and drive in a direction that John

vaguely remembers, somewhere in Ngiri Ngiri near the edge of Bandal7 over a footbridge,
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past a moat. He asks one persan for directions, and we seem to he going the right way. The

second persan we ask points to a clean white building on the corner. Wc get out of the car and

approach someone sitting in front of the building. "1s Defao bere?" '''Yes,'' person number

three answers. He takes us around to the main entrance to a hotel. "This is a hotel, isn't it?"

Persan number three stops al the door, holding il open for us. "He lives in the back".

Through the first door, past the reception desk, wc ask person number four ~'Is Defao here?"

He answers yes and points us in the direction we are already headed. After a complicated

series of twists and tums, we arrive al what looks like a dead end. Out of the door in front of

us cornes person number five. "Is Defao here?" He takes longer to respond than the rest,

fidgeting a bit and then answering with a question uWho is it?" Without hesitating, John

replies: "Monsieur John." ~'One moment, please." He goes in quietly, cornes out again a few

moments later, closes the door behind him and says, "You can go in now."

Pasl persan number five and there wc are, face to face with General Defao, in what

seemed ta he a living room, although it was hard to tell for sure since the fumiture was

covered with piles and piles of clothes, ail of which were new, sorne still in their packages.

There was barely a place to sil down sa we stayed standing up. Defao was very pleasant. He

was wearing black and a Chicago White Sox baseball cap, just like in the video 1had seen in

Montréal. He said he just got bock from a year in Paris where he did enough material for three

albums and produced two. He also returned with some clothes. In between our awkward,

broken bits of conversation, he was talking to the other two men in the room about whal items

they would take, tbough l'm not sure if they were buying items or choosing wbat would he

their gifl ft was very strange, the three of us standing there: Defao wilh a big smile on bis

face, not sure why we were there. John was a bit nervous. He iotroduced me as bis friend:

·"'his is Bob, he's a musician." Defao srarted talking about their practice lime and 1asked if 1

could come the next day. "Pas de problème" Defao said, smiling with a s1ight underbite and

nodding bis head.
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That week 1attended severa! practices, and before the week was up 1received a special

invitation from the administrator and lead guitarist of the band, Chef Maneko, who was

interested to know what had brought me to zaïre. 1told mm 1was a musician:

Real1y? What instrument do you play? He asJœd.
Guitar. 1said.
Ah. bon? His face lit op.
Do you play? 1 asked. sinœ 1did not see bim on stage that day.
Yeso weil. l'm the lead guitarÏJt. Cbaogiog the subjœt: Rey, do you knawany blues?
Sure. blues, rocle. )'Ou know, the basic American stuff. 1 notice a distraeted look on bis face; 1 think

he wants me to teach mm some blues riffs. He sees Montana on bis way out. and grabs mm
bcfore he cao leave.

Président. tms is Monsieur Bob, he's a guitariste
Alright. weil this is our chef, the lead guitarist. you can practice a few songs with mm and then come

play with us. 1cannot believe \l'bat he just said. 1 try to keep my cool.
Hey. that would be great. 1said. 1didn't even have to audition. This. 1toId myself. was the

beginning of a long and fmitful coUaboraIion.

ln our first meeting, 1explained my research and expressed interest in joining the band, and

almast immediately he began talking about setting up a regular training schedule.

Chef Maneko felt very strongly that 1should start by leaming the rhythm guitar (fr.

14accompagnementtt)7 because that's the base ofthe music. he used to say. There are 100 many

people who think it's really cool ID play lead guitar so they go straight to lead but they never

learn the real/y important stufflike the Mmes ofchords or the structure ofa song. At my first

training session, Maneko sat me down under a little thatehed·roof structure next ta his bouse

which served as a kitehen and a hair salon in addition to being a practice space. The first song

we started working on was not difficult peT se, but 1became quickly frustmted because there

was a small group of onlookers fanning around us and 1 was DOl al all accustomed 10 being

watehed when 1practice, especially during the iDtiai phases. On the other hand, 1imagine that

they were oot accustomed to seeing theiT friend Maneko giving tessons to white musicians,

and so they stayed. It was very disconcerting, but 1decided that in this case it was my

responsibility 10 adapl When 1finally got past the initial discomfort of being watched doing

something 1did very poorly, 1was able to assimilate a few phrases and begin leaming the

structure of the song. But my concentratiœ was broken apin by interventions from the small

crowd that had formed around where 1wu practicing. From my notes:
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There's nolbing woue than wben you're trying to make your fmgers memorize a part and tbere are a
boom of nOD-musicians sitting around thinking they're helping YOII by singing the notes you're
looking for (Oct 31, 1995).

Even before the end of this first practice session 1understood that this style of guitar

playing was substantially different from anything 1had ever encountered. On the surface the

CongoJese guitar playing appears reJatively simple because the number of chord changes

within any given song is somewhat limited (song patterns such as I1IV/V or IIIVII/V are the

most common). But the elabomte ways in which these chords are exploited (arpeggios,

variations and polyrhythmic accents) make playing rhythm guitar in the Congo extremely

difficuJl In a typicaJ popular song, there may he no more than three or four basic chords

throughout the entire pieœ, but the number of chord variations (sante chard in a diffcTent

position or on a different part of the neck) cao he anywhere from three to five limes that

number. In addition, each variation bas its own particular set of rhythmic accents, which often

runs couoter or is complementary to the melody and the pans being played by the other

guitars. Wbat 1was faced with was the mystical, almost mythical African polyrhythmic that 1

had read sa much about (Chemoff lr:n9; Merriam (982), and that 1 thought 1was escaping by

playing the guitar instead of the drums.

Polyrhythmic elements, which ta me seemed the Most difficult obstacle to overcome,

were generally taken for granted in tbis setting. The complex set of rhythmic guitar strolœs,

usually referred 10 simply as 'battement' ('beatïng'), were often overlooked in my various

teachers' explanations of what 1was doing wrong. Instead, their comments usually had

something ta do with speed al which 1was playing, the band position, or inevitable 'missed

notes'. When il became obvious tbat 1was being held up by the 'battement' and not by the

notes themselves, the person working with me would almost invariably take the guitar and try

to show me by example (as opposed to trying 10 correct what 1was doing through verbll

explanatiœ). This rarely worked, however, since the basic problem was one of

comprehension: 1simply was not hearing die rbytbmic pattern which he was p1aying for me.
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ln other words, trying to leam the guitar was very difficult, not only for teehnical

reasons but also for social ones. 1had hoped that 1would he able to work closely with one of

the band's numerous guitarists (six in all!), but every lime 1arrived ta practice, either the

guitarist had ~stepped out' or he was sleeping. It was not until much later that 1realized that

the reason il was so hard to learn guitar with them was probably because 1never paid them any

money. Most of the musicians were working for a monthly salary that amounted to linIe more

than a symbolic gesture and was certainly not enough to pay their living expenses (sec ch. 8),

but tbey were afraid to leave. So what did they do? They 'stepped out' and they slept Why

should they do extracurricular training for someone imposed on them from their leader, when

they were barely even paid for their work as performers?

Maneko put no pressure on me to leam quicidy. In fact, he seemed more concemed

that 1follow a ccrtain progression of steps and take the lime ID get each one right. In my case,

pressure was usually self-imposed. One day he heard me in the practice room working on a

solo part 1had taught myself the night before. He came in later, sat down next to me and said,

Monsieur Bob, you 're a guitarist wilh the Big Stars and as a guitarist 1have to say that 1think

you should take things one step al a time, suggesting that by working on lead parts 1was not

following the proper arder of leaming.15 fou' re right. 1was just /dnd ofplaying aTound, 1

said somewhat nervously. My forays into tbis forbidden territory were partiy a function of the

frustration l was feeling with my slow progress on the rhythm guitare There was very rarely

someone with whom 1could practice and it was especially rare to be able to pmctice with a

singer. Furthennore, it lOOk me almest three weeks to leam my first song, an inordinate

amount of time compared to the one - two hours it usually takes me to master a song in my

own musical culture.l6 To lcam this guitar was very difficult, almast a full-lime job. 1used to

15Lokaua ya MbonJO tells a siJDiW story wben. duriug bis traiaing uoder Dccbaud, he ioadvenendy stumbled
upoo a miaor chard .ad altemplcd to inlqraIc il ÎnID bis compositioo. "One day 1 toucbed an A minor by
acàdeDt. He lookal81 me ... said who laid you la toudI an A minor? Who said you bad the right ID toudl
tbat chard? From then OB 1ooly played miaor chords wbeD 1was a100e." (June 30, 1CR7)
16By 'musical culture' 1am n:faring ta the uaique compIex oC musical slrUdUra aod feelings wbidl v.-y from
penon Co persoo but. wbich arc delcnDincd by the œaIm. ofmusical possibilitic:s in aay giVCD lime al place.
Individual musical castes and IisteDing pracûœs v.,- aaD'CIinI ta pcnoaal dcsiKDl social milicu, but they arc
always cooditioned by the largel', impenœaI forces ofadlUral iDduslries. With the emerpoœ of ·wodd
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wateh Vieux Ladi and Maneko in practice and on stage~ overwhelmed by the seemingly

endless nomber of fingerings and positions they mastered~ thinking to rnyself: "No wonder

Maneko barely moves on stage. No wonder you rarely see a guitarist who is also a singer.

No wonder guitarists don't dance; this guitar requires a high degree of concentration." After

sorne time~ my frustration with my lack of progress began to take its toit

The ficst lime 1performed in public was during one of our weeldy open rehearsals (see

ch. 7). 1was very disappointed with my performance (despite a positive response from the

crowd) and decided thal 1would have to do better next lime. 'Next lime' did not come for a

while (almast three weeks)~ and when it finally did 1was much more prepared and somewhat

more confident than the first time. This lime was il was a real concert setting~ and 1played for

the entire length of a 20-25 minute song. At first there was something reassuring about being

part of the rhythm section~ what musicians refer to as 'the de,ense'. But 1also felt removed.

My movement was limited, and 1envied the animateur whose movement punctuated the stage as

bis voice did the music. Standing ooly a few feet behind the dance line~ 1relt weighed down by

my guirar. 1was closer than 1had ever been to the force of lmrean dance music and the guitar

was the only thing in my way [figure 6.3, 6.4].

M""dele Atalllku

Il wasn't long after that l decided ta sit down with Chef Maneko and tell him that 1was

giving up the guitar. 1wasn't sure how he would take i~ but 1knew tbat if l continued to

stnlggle with the guitar that 1would never have enough lime to learn wbat 1wanted to leam

about the social and cultural aspects of popular music. 1needed to play an instnlment whose

music' , thcse ways of üsteuiDg an: chaogcd. but in IDI8IY ways Ibcy rcmain die smIC (ErIoumn 1996b). My
own IDUSicai adture is modiliooal by the overpowaiDI North America pop music iDdustry (Top 40 radio.
MI'V. Rock 'n~ RoD. etc.). but complcmmacd willl pcnoualizedforays iota 'altcmalive' ronDS wbic:h olten cud
op becomiDg 'maiDslnaD' (AOR. 19808 New Wave. Hip Hop). My subjective positiOll wim regards 10 music
aod musical culture is also iDOuaaœd by the rad tbat 1not oaIy listeD to music. but a1so I*Ùcipale in ils
produaiOll.
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fig. 6.3 Doing re~t'.Jrch? Jottmg Jown noh:.'"'j ~)Vl·r.l bt.'er

fig.6.4 Doing research? Lost in the back line
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mechanics were simple enough to allow me to focus on the mechanics of other things~

primarily the interaction between musicians, and between musicians and the rest of society.

The instrument tbat would allow me to do this was the insecticide spraycan maracas [see figure

0.1] .17 When l broke the news to him he seemed almost excited. 1think that he too felt my

training as a guitarist was not going as weil as we had hoped and my intention to become an

animateur seemed ta strike him with a sense of relief.

Immediately we started talking about the advantages of being an anÎmilteur. Maneko

thought that my experience as a guitarist would give me a considerable advantage, since, as

someone who was already familiar with notes and scales, [ would he less likely to sing or

shout out of key. He also suggested that my presence as an animateur, a more visible

presence than that of guitarist, would attraet more people to concerts, especially because 1

would become the first non-Congolese to take on such a role. 1countered his points by

commenting on my impression that the animateur does not get the same respect as singers or

guitarists. Animateurs rarely figure prominendy in music videos and concert footage, and

despite the fact that most people are familiar with their creations, very few of them are

recognized as singers or artists (White 1998b). They represent a pantdox because their

shoots are an integral part of the expansion of commercial dance music in an urban sening~

but they are usually associated with traditional musical styles or 'folklore' (ch. 10). Because

of this association and because they often come from very modest backgrounds, they are

often stigmatized within band hielëU'Chies. "You have to admit they do strange things on

stage," 1said, "and itjust doesn't seem like people take them seriously." Maneko nods bis

head in agreement "Yes~ yes~ but DOW we realize that it's not their fault, tbey're just taken

by the moment" [pris par l'extase] (c.r. Nkashama 1979; Bemœ 1984: 59). 1 told him 1had

made plans to meet wim a well-known (then unemployed)animateur who lived close to my

house and that we had plans 10 stan right away.

17Ba1incr's (1918) discussiOll of lII8I'8CIS or hœho playen in Zimbabwe caUs 8lleDtion to the fad tbat people
without any specialiml knowlcdge am play this instrumalt informally, but for abOIe tbat play wilb
profcssiooal mbira ensc:mbles, il is • ÏDS1l'UIDalt wbicb requires special skilIs aad training.
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Scoop and Shake

As planned" Bébé and 1met at my place on Saturday. He was sa punctual that 1 wasn't

al ail ready when he arrived~ and this caught me somewhat off guard He would a1ways arrive

when he said he would and 1was very encouraged, in this land of broken digital watehes and

'MY ta.1Ci gal a flat' excuses, that he couJd he so reliable. On our first day he had brought his

personal maracas so that we could start working. Unfortunately, there was no elecbicity that

day" so it meant that we would have to practice without music. He showed me the first rhythm

that 1would have to leam and 1 played it on my leg unlil 1had il close enough to try it on the

maracas. 1remember the strange metallic feeling of the instrument It resonated so strongly thal

1was a bit embarrassed to play il, for fear that it would attraet 100 much attention in the

compound where [ was living. It was made out of an emplied pesticide spraycan-prefembly

Mobil, but Raid and Kilit! will aIse do-with severallines of perforations which serve as sound

holes, and a triangular eut in the bottom of the can for insening the hardened red seeds. Bébé

had already prepared a cao for me, but he didn 't have any seeds. He explained eagerly: We

have to look/or the seeds. The seeds are the most important part. lfyou don't gel the right

ones il won J, sound right. But il's okay, 1know a few places where we can/ind them.

The clay that we went 10 collect the seeds, we were strolling in one of Kinshasa's rich

neighborhoods and Bébé played upon ms status as zaiko Langa Langa's first animaleur 10

convince the military guards sitting al the bottom of the tree with red seeds that they should let

us collect some for my research. We gave them a little tip, and Bébé made them laugh by

telling them that 1was bis student and that 1wanted to become an animateur. Suddenly they

were very friendly with us. They even pointed to us a place down the road where an old man

was already in the process of collecting red seeds and when we arrived, sure enough, he had a

pile of shuclœd red seeds about four feet wide by three feet high. He was so taken aback by
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our excited reaction tbat he let us walk away with a mille carton fuil of red seeds and he didn't

even ask for anything in retum. We gave him a couple of small bills anyway, look a picture

[figure 6.51 and (very proud of ourselves) started back on our way home. Bébé inspired

confidence in me because of the ease that he had in talking with complete strangers, and

because of the commitment he had not only ta bis wo~ but aIso 10 mine. The next time we

met we would he able 10 practice with electricity and two fully functional maracas.

Throughout this process, my friend John remained very skeptical. He was of the

opinion that training of this type does not really exist. People jus, leam by watching, he said.

And for the mast part he was right18 Formai training for the position of animateur was hard

to imagine because most people were busy trying 10 leam the art of singing or guitar playing.

But in the Congo, "tout est possible" as people often say_ And sc Bébé and 1began my

training without stopping to analyze. Wc would get together three or four times a week, start

with loud music and two large, cold beers and when the mood hit us we would begin. 1

would put on an old Zaiko cassette and Bébé would stand up and start playing. It was better, [

learned, to practice at my place than at the place where the band practiced (as [did when 1was

trying to leam the guïtar). Although we were surrounded by the comings and goings of the

odter people in the compoun~ it was invariably less distracting than being caught up in the

spectacle of the musicians' practice space. We worked first on the rhythm From the 'words

part', which was very straightforward and basically the same for Most songs. For the 'dance

part' he made me listen 10 two rhythms, "numéro un" and "numéro deux". 19 Number one was

relativelyeasy, but it was number two that sounded so tyPical of Zairean dance music and il

was number two that was difficult 10 master. [audio eue 5.1 and 5.2] From my notes:

1810 BaIiDer's accouot from Zimbabwe. studalts of mbira learn priJJuriy from spirits via dremIs or tbmugb a
process Ile refen ta as 'indired tedri0l'. But they also IC*D by ·pincbiDg'lmowledge from observing JII(ft

expaieDœd mUSÎaaos (1978: 132). Altbough BatiDcr describea rdMivdy fœmalizal master-appaltice
relalionships, tbis kind of iodim:t lemùog was very amunoo iD bis &'COUDL In somc ÏDStaDœs the teaebcr
would lca,-c the student ampletdy on bis OWO and n:bUIl to sec if in dIar tilDe the studalt WIll able ta
assimilatc the new pieœs or tedmiqucs (ibid: 142). This applAh was a1so used by MaDcko dming my fant
few scssioas with biBl on the guir..
19rbis fOOlDOte will iDdude DOIaIions of the tIRe rhythms.
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It [rhythm #2) cames and goes and it's banI on my amIS. But like wilh the guitar 1have to leam to
play with my wriSl, must do the ·scoop' and the ·sbakeY with my wrist. Sometimes 1gel it for two or
tbree complete cycles and Bébé makes that look on bis face: smiling. bead slightly cocked to the side.
bands open in a position of prayer, and he hoIds it there. [think this means tbat l've got iL 1 think
l've gal il l've got il ... and then ils goae (Feb 21. 1996).20

Bébé \vas an excellent reacher. He wouId let me play more than he does so that 1could

pmctice, and sa that he could monitor my progress. He was very patient, but he let me know

when 1was playing incorrectly: Playing this instrument is very difficult, Monsieur Bob.

There are very few animtlteurs who are able 10 play like me. Most ofthese young guys, they

don't know a maracas from a microphone. But whot they don', understand is that you can't he

a real animateur ifyou haven't mastered tms instrument. Ifs very imponam. 1would take a

break, sitting down in my chair to think about what 1 was doing. 1t was hot and 1was

expending a lot of energy. Then 1would watch Bébé playing. He was so natural, bis

movement was fluid and bis look of concentration could have been easily mistaken for the look

of a man in tmnce. This was food for bis soul. When 1couldn't take it anymore, 1would try

(0 joïn in and 1was unable te get the rhythm. He would egg me on, continuing ta play and 1

would get il back for a matter of 30-45 seconds. It was so fleeting; 1didn't see how 1would

ever he able to generate this rhythm at will, especially in front of a crowd of screaming people.

We would stop and Bébé would have me do sorne exercises. He tried to get me (0 play

with only one hand. Impossible. He had me play with a women's prayer maracas and the

difference was amazing. Now this is easy, 1thoughl Back to the insecticide maracas. Easier

than be/ore, but still difficult. Try the matches. 1tried, but nothing resembling number two

would come from the small box of Leopard brand matchsticks. No way, 1said, feeling

somewhat silly trying ta malee this rhythm with a box of matches. Try the insecticide. Try the

prayer. Try the Leopard. He was firing the different instruments al me one after another,

2Ofrom Chcmoff'S appreDticcsbip as a drummer: "Your wrist.'· he toId me. ·~s not as SI:I&t as mine. and that
is because you ba\'e grown up DOW aad your boues IR s1Iâdlcd and stroag. 1bave beal.leaming ta bcal drums
from cbildhood up ta this âme. aad tbat is why Yom" wrist C8Il't he followiDg mine ail the tilDe." 1ncc:dcd wbat
Ile caIled a 'cal's baller. "Did you ever sec a cal caIdl a mouse?" he askcd. He waved his Iumd in front of me.
"You sec," he sai'" "vay flexible." (1979: 16).
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never giving me enough lime to get comfortable with any one. Prayer. Leopard. Insecticide.

Prayer. Leopard. Insecticide. Somelbing about completely unsettling my level of comfort

and the feel of these objects in my bands made me more sensitive to the motion 1was

supposed to he reproducing [see figure 6.6, 6.7]. It was not clear ta me if Bébé was doing

this on PurPOse, but il seemed 10 he working. The last lime 1picked up the insecticide maracas

[ went off inta an extended long play of at least three minutes which 1myself was not able to

believe. When [ finally lost the rhythm, 1threw the mamcas on the across the room and burst

out in laughter. Bébé was so happy that he turned dawn the music and started to tell me how

close 1came: There's very few animateurs who can play like lhat. You can't he a real

aninrateur ifyou don ·t master this instrument. Thal was great!

For about two or three weeks wc worked rather intensively. Every once in a while we

would go out for a beer al night ln the end, 1agreed to give him money for his daughter's

school fees. And 1also agreed to give him money to fix bis refrigerator. And [ also agreed to

give him money for an old friend's funeral. And almost every lime we met to work, 1agreed

ta give him ·a little something' for his lime. And his taxi money since he couldn't he seen

walking (he was arter ail a star and he had to think about his image). And a beer for his wife

so that she would know that he was in fact wi th me and not with another woman. This

seemed to he an important part of our relationship, but 1put up with it because Bébé was sa

dependable and such a pleasure 10 worlc with. Since bis band had not played or pmcticed in a

long time, this meant that he was bath more available and mare in need of cash than the other

professionals 1could have worked with. After 1 leamed the fundamentals of the mamcas (we

spent almost no lime on shouts or singing), then 1had plans to start warking with the

animateur from the Big Stars so tbat 1would leam the particular shoots from our tBnd and

learn them in the panicular way that lbey are perfonned. Althougb we remained on friendly

term8, 1 tbink same tension resulted from the facl that 1saw our ttaining period as a finite

learning contract, while he tended ta view il as an ongoing 'sponsored' relationsbip in which 1

made regular conlributions to supplement bis very irregular income.
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l'Il Be Ready on Tuesday

Originally 1didn't think 1would need to have two teachers. It seemed like a good idea

to go to someone Iike Bébé who had a lot of experience, was available, and was generally citcd

as one of the first people to play as a professional ataJaku. But as time went on, [ began ta

reaIize how important il was to learn the skills of animation in conlext. Near the end of my

maracas training with Bébé, we started to work: superficially on sorne other aspects of what 1

would need to know (shouts, singing and dancing), but everything he showed me sounded

like zaiko Langa Langa, the band where he had made ms name. This shouJd not have

surprised me, but 1 knew it meant that if 1wanted 10 he able ta continue with the Big Stars, [

would have to continue my training from within the band.

This is whcre Lidjo came in. Lidjo was the senior of three atalakLls currently working

in the Big Stars and was one of the few members that was a part of the original formation of

the band in the early 19908. He had a large head with a gaunt, faraway look that made him

seem very severe. The sometimes outrageous rolor and pattern combinations he wore

suggested a latent sense of humor that was never allowed past a very serious expression.

Lidjo was the kind of persan who made YOD wonder what he was thinking. To my surprise,

he wasn't very good at playing maracas and when 1showed him what 1 had leamed with

Bébé, his reaction was somewhere between curiosity, awe and embarrassment In the end it

did not matter; this just meant we could concentnlte our efforts on the shouts and dancesteps,

aspects with which Udjo felt very comfortable.

1 knew tbat 1 was working with a special character when after missing our first rendez­

vous (at bis house, sa he would not miss il), he showed up al my place (all the wayon the

other side of town) a matter of minutes after 1anived there myself. There were no stories

about why he was not there to meet me, orhow he bad rushed to make il in lime. Hejust

showed up al my place witb an expression that seemed 10 suggest that he was ready 10 stan



289

working. With Bébé, 1had started keeping a workbook for such things. As soon as he sat

down, we started correcting sorne of the sbouts 1had tried to write on my own. Now that he

was here, 1 made generous use of Iiquid paper, blowing, whisking and dipping again, and 1

carefully modified incorrect words with a mechanical pencil, highlighting the result with a fat

yellow fluorescent marker.21 Udjo waited patiently for the Iiquid paper to dry, sometimes

jiggling one leg, sometimes looking around my one-room studio which probably did not fit his

image of 'chez Monsieur Bob'.

Seated next [Q each other on a small couch, we started ta go through the shouts in my

book one by onc. At first it was a bit awkward. Lidjo was not accustomed to reciting his

shouts in isolation, aIthough he did not seem to ninch when I first asked him to record his

shoots on tape so 1could listen to them and practice atone [audio cue 6] Ta facilitate pmctice [

began demarcating the rhythm with a hand clap or by patting on my leg, and before long we

were flipping through my noteboo~ jumping around from page to page so that the shouts

would œcur in a more or less random order. Invariably, listening to Lidjo sing the shout

would malee me aware of imperfections in my notation system and 1would ask him to continue

while the liquid paper dried. Then, after listening 10 him for twenty or sa minutes, he told me

sing a few. 1picked the ones 1knew bes~ and not long after 1started singing, his face lit up.

His indifferent expression was taken over by a giddy, happy laughter and Lidjo stood up to

tum and face me, yelling uMissya Bob!" and offering me a higb five. He laughed and worked

his faded baggy red jeans up past bis beUy button, a nervous tick which Many musicians had

(ch. 5). 1don't think it was because my shouts were good; in fact given my Iimited experiencc

they probably were not good. Rather it was the novelty of seeing a white foreigner singing

and shouting the phrases that many Congolese themselves could not (or did not want to)

imitare or understand.22 At the end of a later session, for just a few moments, Lidjo c10sed bis

21Sceing this 00 paper was maybe DOt as forcign to bim _ 1initally tbougbt As l "'. ta lcam laler. most
animll1~ jot dOWD ideas or shoots on litde bits of paper that they keep in tbcir pockets.
2'compare with Slaner's (1995) discussion of 'secoad contact'. in wbidl membcn of one culture recognize
lhanseI.ves in the expressive practices of anOlber adnuc. Also oolDimesis sec Taussig (1993) and Kramer
(1993).
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eyes to listen to one of my shouts. Just like Bébé in the weeks before, he let himself he carried

away by what must have seemed like a strangely familiar unfamiliar sound [audio eue 7]:

Mama tala Makiese. mama yuma yusile
Marna tala Makiese yeh yeh, marna yuma yusUe
Mai mayema, sanga eh marne, pore eh,
Sango eh mai mayema, pore eh...23

After Lidjo was sure 1 had mastered the shout, he would srart to sing along with me,

a teaehing technique 1found to he very useful since it gave me the tirne to assimilate the

shout without being constantly corrected. When the harmony was particuIarly sweet, we

would stand up next to each other, facing the audience (my couch) and would shake our

open hands in the way that singers often do when they perform (ch. 5). A number of PeOple

would laler tell me lhat my shouts had a special unexplainable quality ("ils ont quelque chose

de spécial'), something 'not Zairean' that they couIdn't put thcir finger on, but something

they very much Iiked. Reactions of this type usually came when [ expressed my

disappointment with the elements in my shouts which kept me from sounding 'really

Zairean'.24 People said that the imperfections were what made my shoots grod; they were

different, unique. They were probably also intrigued by the fact that a singer/guitarist wouId

become an atalakut something suprising since most ato/aku express secret desires ta he

singers, although the reverse is not true.

We continued 10 practice like this a few days a week for three or four weeks,

eventually accumulating more than twenty pages of shouts and almost, but not completely,

exhausting the fonnal animation repenoire of the Big Stars. Udjo said there were a few 1

performed particuIarly weil, so 1felt that 1had leamed the pieces enough to start putting them

23Shout by Edi Gar of Mati Jazz. popuI.ued by Djuna Mumbafu ofEmpire Bakuba. This is a Kiumbu shoot
sïngiDg the pnlises or Ille bmld's femalcrounder, plcao, ber to _CaR ofber ~cbildral', i.e. the manbers of
the band. Shoots oftell take the staDœ of pleadiug for monI or mataial support from group's spoosors (dl. 9).
24A1lhough l made a coasàous effort to sound 'laireaD', CCXIUIleDb of tbis sort were also intmded to stimulate
discussiOD about local DOlions oC identily and the 8Ilthalticity implied in exprasioas sudl. 'V1'8ÏIDaIt Zaïrois'
'typiquancnt Kinois' (Steiner 19(4).
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into context. Very gradualJy, at tirst without my noticing, Udjo had been getting me used 10

putting series of shouts together (fr. 'enchaîner'), but we usually never gol past two or three

before repeating, and as far as 1could tell they were not in any pal1icular arder. When 1

prepared myself 10 ask Lidjo the difficult question of how he decided what shouts to put where

in a perfonnance situation, 1was secretly worried that this was some kind of 'secret

knowledge' which ooly he and the other professional aJa1aku possessed. Ta my surprise,

bowever, the answer was not nearly so elusive: "We just follow the record," he said. ·'Life

imitates art" 1thought to myself.

Theo he proceeded to tell me, from memory, the arder of shouts for each song in the

Big Stars rePenoire. 1stopped him al about 20 songs and a1most every song had sorne series

or combination of the shouts we had been leaming over the past few weeks. When he wanted

to remember the shout orcier for a particular song, he simply sung the last chorus before the

seben and stared off into the distance as if he was looking at something. l'm not sure if he

was 'seeing the song' from the cassette sleeve or if he was imagining the dance steps which

correspond to the shouts, motions which he himself had surely gone through hundreds of

tirnes in bis career as an aJa1aku. Whatever he imagined, it seemed ta he accumte, sinee the

shoot orders he gave me were consistent over time and they almast ail appeared on the record

in exacdy the order he had given me in practice.

But this did not explain what happened in concert, since very cften songs perfonned

live would last 25-35 minutes (compared with six - eight minute recorded songs). "What do

you do for the rest of the song?" 1asked. '·You just improvise," he said. 46After you finish the

shouts from the album, you add some of the shouts that are 'in' al that tîme, and then you just

shout whatever cames to your mind." In other words, every song perfonned live contains a

certain number of pre-determined shouts (usually three or four, presumably those judged to he

plpuJar at the lime of the recording), followed by a longer series of shoots. which although

they come from a common shoot repertoire (ch. 7) can he anaDged and exploited in any

number of ways. Most often the shouts that fiU this free space will he the shouts of the day
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(Ules cris qui ont du succès") and the pre-determined shouts are those that correspond with the

time period in which the particular song was released. Even very old songs will be performed

with the same original pre-determined shouts, and then they will he brought up to date by the

addition of a series of shouts 'du jour'. Some shouts in this category can he exploited for as

long as ten minutes, as long as the shout is newand given that it pleases the audience

sufficiently. In this \Vay the innovative impulse of modem, commercial dance music will cali

up its past while at the same renewing itself through the style of the present (ch. 10).

At one of the first Big Stars shows after their retum from Zambi~ 1sat next to the

sound engineer and watehed every move of the other two ataJaku as they were performing.

My work with Lidjo had made me much more sensitive to what they \Vere doing and saying.

still was not catching everything, but 1felt that if 1was called onto srage unannounced (a

distinct possibility) that 1couJd at least defend myself. But during this show it did not happen.

Instead, as 1came with my own transportation 1was called upon to shuttle Defao back to the

practice place after the show was over. With Defao sitting atone in the front and seven or eight

band members in the back, most of the conversation happened without me. But al one point

Defao tumed to me and said7 "Why didn't you shaut7 Monsieur Bob?" 1was very nervous, 1

thought he was supposed to decide when 1was to sing. Evidently not. "Nako zala prel

mardi." l'Il he ready on Tuesday, 1said, smiling. 1hesitated for a moment, but then decided

thal it would he oost for me not to say anything else. Just be ready for Tuesday, [ laid myself.

On Tuesday aftemoon 1 rushed home from teaehing English, changed my clothes and

started off te practice. After 1arrived, there was very litde ceremony. Practice staned right in,

Montana motioned for me ta stan shouting, and off 1went From my notes:

Il was 50 sttaDge. 1 wanred to be worried for my voiœ. but it kept œming out ... the audience was
scn:a:ming aod someone on the mike inlrOduced me: "Missya Bob, a uli Etals Unis!" ['Mt. Bob. direct
from the United Sratcs!'] (Apr 1. 1996).

MtelWards il felt different than when [ had played guilar the first lime with the band. 1

could see in the other musicians' faces that 1bad done a decenl job. One of the guitarists
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approached me and said., "That was really good, you have to come every clay. Every clay."

Even Maneko congratulated me in bis own way.. with a Fanta orange soda and the bun of a

loaf of bread. When Defao showed up for the band meeting he looked at me and asked if 1

shouted. 1 smiled and nodded yeso Theo he turned to the junior leaders and asked how 1did.

They ail nodded: uA bwaki. A bwaki bien"'.25 Defao laughs. "Missya Bob!" he declares..

almost shouting himself. "0000.. come to the concerts 00 Fridayand Saturday. You're going

to sing.. you know? We have one show in Masina and the other one is in Ndjili. It's going to

he wild ['On va faire du cinéma 'J. The other musicians smiled and chuclded approvingly.

Now il was official. 1was truly a Zairean musician.

From a Position of Prlvllege

Defao had a way of making everyone who came to visit him feel very much al home,

regardless of their age or place of origine He was invariably plcasant but with just enough

distance to seem slightly indifferent. Even after 1became an official member of the band, as a

foreigner 1had for the Most part no special stalus compared to other musicians. In fact., as a

bandmember 1had very linle contact or interaction with Defao himself, who as the leader of the

group was expected to maiotain a certain distance between himself and bis subordinates (ch.

8). But my pœition in the group.. first as an observer, then as a rhythm guitarist, then as an

animateur, was a privilege to which most Zairean musicians, Many more talented than 1, had

no access. This privilege, to he able to choose the group with which 1would play, was partly

a function of the fact that as an American, 1was perceived as a novelty.26 Defao and bis

musicians on a number of occasions expressed the view mat my presence was a kind of

2.S·He shootai. He sbouIrd good."
26Jn the Coogo. Amaicaos are desaibcd in the foUowing ways: 'powaful' t'IlOt afraid of taking nsb'. 'ric::h t,
Omey like war', "they'n: DOl afraid of aoytbia,·, 'tbcy Imow how ta scll tbc:ir culture' .. 'they Imow how to
impose Ihcir win', 'lhey eat a lot'. "they cal tbrœ chickals pel' day', ",trOIlg'. 1aaCty'. 'coocated', 1 meddliDg,.
A1lbough most CoDgoIcse have sometbing (aeptive or positive) to say about Ameriam, very Cew bave ever
bad any persooaI mala&:t with Ameriœas.
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publicity stunt that might attract the curiosity of a larger audience or that might increase our

chances of getting noticed by important •producteurs '. Many people outside of the band

suggested this as Defao·s primary motivation for accepting me in the band.

Another musician expressed sorne resentment with regards to my choice. Although

he was close friends with the memhers of Wenge Musi~ one of Kinshasa's most popular

groups al the time. and a talented singerlsongwriter in bis own right. he stlUggled to make a

living from music. On more than one occasion he tried ta convince me that 1should go

with him and try 10 join Wenge. Do you know how man)' people in this cit)' would give

their right arm fo have the chance to play with Wenge? There are so many quality musicians

that will never even have the opportunity to audition. You 're in a special position, don If

forger lhal. He would extoll the virtues of Wenge, saying how they consistently attracted

the largest crowds and how their audience was sophisticated and upwardly mobile. A story

like tbis would invariably he followOO by a series of questions asking why 1wanted to play

with Defao.

[ often tried ta explain that in my opinion Defao's group represented a very typicaJ

Congolese popular dance band. As opposed to Wenge, which was a group based on a

structure of four equaJ co-founders. the Big Stars was made up a large number of

musicians organized around a dominant. charismatic figure who was the lead singer as
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weil as the founder of the group. This organizational arrangement was by far the norm

among Kinshasa's most well-known groups. The Big Stars worked on a regular basis

(four practices and two - four concerts per week) and were known for playing very often

in "les quartiers populairesn
(~lower incarne neighborhoods'), a practice which [ expected

would give me exposure to the way tbat the majority of people in the city live. The band.

which was ooly started in the early 1990s, was already well-known in Kinshasa. but was

only starting to make its Dame in other parts of the world. When [ arrived in Kinshasa.

they had just finished their first European tour, and they were starting to get more and

• more contrncts in other pu1S of Afri~ especially 2ambia. The band never had a truly big

.... hit song Cun tube·), but when 1arrived they had already produced six full-Iength albums.
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As in most groups, personnel changes were common (ch. 8). The leader of the group

used suspensions and dismissals to maintain his authority over junior members, but Defao's

case was even more complex since the band had undergone two substantial turnovers in the

period of a year and a half.27 Despite the case that Defao's operation was struggling

financially, bis careful managment of band resources meant that the Big Stars was one of the

few bands ta have its own equipment and praclice space (which were occasionally rented ta

other bands), and the only band al that time ta have its own transportation, a bright red Hiace

mini-van with large white letters on each side: "BIG STARS EN CONCERT". Thus ( saw

the Big Stars as a group that was clearly in a period of transition, and 1thought this would

give me valuable insight inta the cultural and social aspects of being a popular musician in

Kinshasa, a subject which 1will discuss in greater detail in the following chapter. In the end,

however, ail of these explanations are justifications. What is important is not that 1chose one

group over another, but the fact that as an outsider 1was in a position of privilege which gave

me the possibility to choose:

[like them, l just like them. A lot of this bad to do with how [ view myself; ['m afraid of being in
Wenge, afraid l'm DOl good enough. 1can he imperfect in Big Stars,less pressure. 1 think tbafs wbat
1omi, rigbt? l'm Dot hcre to be famous, l'm here to leam about how it works, and [ really feel that
Defao is typical typiqut. Empire too stable, Wenge 100 big, zaiko too old (Mar 27, 1996).

27nc fint bD'Dover w. almost complete. Dming the European tour, the largcr part of a team of about 25
musiciaDs decidcd to leavc die œod and rauain in Europe because of amflidS over lIDIey wim Defao. The
seamd ocaurcd. alter iJllDlC(liately arter a tour. Ibis Ume across the river iD Brazzaville, appnody bcaIuse
several demcots in the bIDi bal beeD figbtiDg wim each other (sec cbapIcr 8). Upon retuming from the tour,
Defao was sodisgustal witb bis musici_' indiscipline Ihat he ruai balf~ the bmd and suspcodcd SOlDe
others.
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Part Three: On Being in Music
Chapter Seven: Ndule

Practice is Performance

Big Stars En Concert
The Anatomy of a Song
Dancing and Shouting

Blurring the Barrier
Picturetaking and Spraying
Praising and 6Throwing'

When "Drum" started to beat himself it was just as if he was beaten by ftfty men, when
"Song started to sing, if was jflst as if a hundred people were singing together and when
"Dance" started to dance the halfbodied baby started too, my wife, myself and spirits etc.,
were dancing with "Dance" and nobody who heard or saw these three jellows would not
folluw them to wherever they were going.

(Amos TUluoia 1985: 38)

In terms of the different fonns of audience participation, it is important to talk about the
shouts, interjections, and IlTJplause tlult in actually serve two purposes: thty erpress
agreement or disagreement with the ideas being txpTessed, but they can also be meant to
compensate, with expressions of joy, the work of the artiste

(Gazungil Kapalanga 1989: 54)
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In sorne sense music is a profession like any other. It bas formaI rules~ structures~

and patterns which are 'made over' byendless hours of individual and collective effort.

lronically, a well-rehearsed final performance gives a certain impression of effortJessness on

the part of the performer. But the musical performer is not simply acting out or repeating

motions that he or she bas been through before. The play of performance--Drewal's (1991)

"re-presentation with critical differenœ"-is one in which patterns of improvisation are

recombined to offer the potential of something completely new. [n an African sening, where

the distinction between 'performance' and 'reallife' is particularly blurry (sec below),

popular culturc bas the potential to tmnsfonn social relations and influence emerging forms

of social consciousness (Erlmann 1991; Hannerz 1987; Jewsiewicki 1991).1 The ooly way

te capture this complexity is by resisting the Western objectivist tendency (still very much

alive in performance studies) to separate out clements of performance which in practicc are

fundamentally inseparable (Drewal 1991: 12).

One way around this problem is to experiment with various forms of live-lime

description, an approach which bas proven particularly effective in recent research on popular

music (see Erlmann 1996a; Watennan 1990). In this chapter, 1 will try 10 show how the

elemenrs of live perfonnance are linked together: not ooly the obvious links between music,

dance, orality and vision, but also how perfonners are linked to the audience-and uJtimately to

each other-through the frenzy of animation and ambience which musicians carefully construct

with each new song. The bulk of the chapter is devoted 10 describing what bappens during a

typical concert setting-what musicians usually refer to as ndule -but the description begins

before the actual concert, in order to look briefly at the 'practice' of rebearsal and the events

leading up to the show.2 The tmn ndule (slang for 'concert' or 'live music,' but also referring

IThe ll'allSformatiooal poteaual ofperfOlDlallte bas 8180 beeo registered for various kinds of ritual pradice in an
Mrican setting (Dœwall992; Karp 1987; Kratz 1994).
2For the purpose of acœntuating the live-Ume fcd. 1will use tbc praent teDse tbrougbout most of tbe
desaiplioo lO follow. This edmopaphic present lies togetba' imprasiODS md cvealS from diffcrmt riJœs and
plaœs, aatiD, a sort ofcomposite (aod somcwbat artifical image) of the pcrformaaœ ofpopuIar music.
Nonetbcless, Ibere arc momeoIS iD tbis desaiplioo in wbicb 1dfcclivdy stcp lB;k from live lime ta providc
supplcmeotary iDformaliOll or aoaIysis.
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to a 'party', or a 'good time') is commonly used in discussions between musicians about their

wark on stage, but it also rerers to the heightened sensitivity and excitement which results

from interaction with a live audience. Thus Mule is an activity, but aIso a space. In tbis

chapter, different forms of perfonner-audience interaction (dancing, shouting, taking pictures,

and spraying money) are described in order to demonstrate how musicians and audiences

penetrate each athers' space, and howaudience participation in the musical perfonnance malœs

individuaJ (aoti-normative) acts of distinction ioto socially acceptable rorms of behavior, al

least within the cootext of a live performance.

Practlce is Performance

This apparent Jack in the ethnomusicologicalliteramrc is certainly Qot present because Africao
musicians do oot rehearse. but ratber because the problem ofpractiœ bas DOt been widely Dotcd
(Mcrrian 1964: 161).

"Come and sit down Monsieur Bob." 1 walked behind the persan who was leading me

by the band, a little embarrassed al being pulled through the very tight crowd 10 the front-row

"place d'honneur". 1expected that people would look al me and gawt commenting on the

fact that there was a mundele (white) in a local band practice io Ngiri Ngiri. For once, to my

surprise, they didn' t seem to notice me at ail; everyone in this room was watehing the Big

Stars. Everytime 1 looked al the audience, they continued looking al the band. My special seat

was the corner section of a beat-up L-shaped locally fabricated living room set which some

years aga must have been someone's status symboL It was anal so lovely love seat covered

with faded velvety flower rabrie, red and mustard yellow. Il was placed against the wall of the

practice ball, stage lef~just in the right place sa that [ couId altemate between looking al the

band and the audience.

1guess al first 1expected 'practice' Crépétition') to he the somewhat intimate,

exclusive acûVÏly that it was in my musical culture (see ch. 6). Most American musicians only
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practice with close friends or other musicians present. In this context7 practice is not a place

for onlookers, but a place for work. It is a place where mistakes are acceptable, but it is the

only place. The Big Stars' practice, however, was filled with people who had come for the

show. In fact, the band was even charging admission at the door. Many full-lime

professional band leaders have talœn up this activity in arder 10 subsidize the cost of

maintaining large bands, which often have upwards of 25 mcmbers.3 Moncy from ~the door'

would sometimes he distributed 10 musicians te help pay for food and transportation. From

the point of view of the group's leader, this ~gesture' permits him to use incorne from concerts

for other (often personal) purposes, and also serves ta reinforce his image as a good boss (~un

bon patron', sec ch. 8). The practice room, which was already half-filled by members and

friends of the band, was about the size of a large living and dining room area combined. The

perfonnance space itself (inc1uding severa! rows of dancers) took up almast half of the room.

A row of seats was placed in a u-shaped formation, sorne against the side walls near the front,

and some facing the band. The space bebind the seats was used for standing room.

After 1sat down, l gestured hello to Montana (the president of the group), but he was

nestled in the opposite corner of the room, sitting behind the mixing board and speakers,

remaining somewhat aloof from the specracle that \\las going on in front of us. He was

dressed in white, ail white except for the thick black sunglasses which only further aceentuated

his white hair. White hair was becoming a bit ofa fad with the Big Stars. Defao was the first

to completely bleach bis hair, and Montana followed suit not long after. Later,other

bandmembers would do the same., although they usually only had enough money 10 bleach one

part of their hair, or to partially bleach ail of their hair, leaving reddish sUipes and patches.

Besides die value of bleached bair as a fashion statement, it occurred 10 me that members of the

group must have performed this ritual 10 express their Iayalty to Defao, whose short-cropped

cotton top had become one of bis trademarks. 1motioned ta Montana again, and he gesblred

31n the words d the band maoager. ~faoeko: uPracticc is difficult b«aIse people are tbtR [watcbilll the
practiœ), 80 1can't reaIly stop Ille show; lbey pay their entnmœ of S.OOONZ [.50 US). Wc started al 2,500 NZ
[.25 US], but there waejust tao many people 50 wc put il up to 5.000. Saon wc'U bave co go 10 or 15, il's a
way for us to mate a bit of lIlODey to gel by" (011 musicians' salaries aud baldits, sec ch. 8).
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that he would come to see me in a minute, but he never came. At that point in bis career he

was a young leader in the group, and was grndually becoming a star in bis own right; 1 think it

was understood that 1was supposed ta come to mm. Afler the filSt song, 1started feeling the

music talœ me over as it usually does, but having been in the region for severa! months 1 was

beginning ta make considerable progress wi th my self.·control. In this setting il is not very

common for adult men ta show physical signs of enjoying the music (foot tapping, head

bobbing, snapping fingers in time with the music, ete.) except for in puticularly appropriate

contexts such as on the dance floor or on stage. From my notes:

Voutre supposed (0 be stronger than the music. bigger than the music. more musical than rhe music
itseU·. You doo't fol1ow the mWJic. the music follows you (Oct. 23, 1995).

So 1salo It was difficult because the atmospherc was very intense. The crowd of

mostly young men, but also sorne young children (5-10 years oid, bath male and female), was

in a kind of frenzy, each one aUemating between dancing in place and watehing the anties of

the very spontaneous choreography of the front line. The crowd was advancing slowly,

spilling into the singers' performance space and this 100 Montana to stop the music. Okay,

woah, woah, everybody just chili. fou guys have to take il easy, this space [meaning practice

space]beiongs to someone. You people that come overfrom Bandal [a nearby neighborhood],

this is not Bandai. This is Ngiri Ngiri. Just relax, okay? Holding on to the microphone, he

tums his head back ta double check !hat ail the musicians are still in place, then rakes the

microphone again: The dancers, where are the dancers? Are the dancers TeDdy? There is

commotion in the crowd, as everyone is trying ta locate the person who wants 10 try out for

the band A young wornan, very modestly dressed, stands up, grabs her handbag and pushes

her way through the crowd outside of the building. There is more tait inside the sleaming

room until a few moments later she returns fully undressed in a garrish turquoise and violet

body suit whicb is common rare for female dancers in Kinshasa. Montana brings ber to the

microphone:
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'"Wbat's your name'r He asks, sticking the microphone in her face,
"Olga"
"~f.arriedyet'?"
""No."
"Where you from?"
"Ngiri Ngiri.·· ~rontana motions the audience to give her a round of applause. She is not being

judged on her oratory skills.
"Okay.okay. ut's go. Seben!" He tums to signal the start of the music.

She starts in aImost immediately. She understands that chances like this do not

present themselves often., and tbat if sbe wants ta be selected she will have 10 act fast She

stretches out her anns, puts her hands together in front of her, tilts her head back and starts

to shuffle toward the crowd. It is the dance of the day, "Kibinda Nkoy" Cleopard"s

testicles'). She turns and floats one half of her behind on the fourth beat of every measure.

Her hips jerk with a pattern which is difficult to discern, her eyes look to the sky, her

nostrils flare. Before very long the crowd starts to react She drops to the ground face

tirst with ber anns in front of her and begins a grinding motion between her pelvis and the

cement floor, sending a wave of cheers through the audience. She and her crowd are

feeding off each ather; even Montana is laughing. Already a half a dozen teenagers have

come to place money on different parts of her body; sorne goes in her body suit" sorne

sticks ta her skin where she sweals, the rest makes contact on her forehead and then

flutters to the ground in a pile around her. Everyone is on their feet There is a constant

tlow of people walking up to lay money (and hands) on her. One young man struts to

where she is and places his bill roughly in the area of her genitaJs, pulling it up between

her legs until it rcaches her behind where he slaps the bill~ lening it fall to the ground.

To ail of this, she seems indifferent., so concentrated on her movements that
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she is almost unaware of the frenzy she has provoked in the audience. Montana rarely

looks al her, he is more interested in seeing the reaction of the audience. He

approaches the microphone and signais for the music to stop as she gels up from the

tloor and whisks off the din on her behind, not noticing that it is mosdy the front that

• needs whisking. So what do YOU Ihink? She's good. eh? The crowd mars and

.r- whistles. Can she dance or what? Do we la/ce her? What do you lhinle? The
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volume is rising. Do we take her? Everyone, especially the teenage boys, yells in unison:

'oui!' Do we take her? 'QUI!' Okay, weJll take her. The crowd roars again and the dancer

clasps her hands together aver ber head in a victot)' sign. She made the audition. Montana

gives ber the same interviewas in the beginning, but this time she is smiling. Who knows if

they will really give ber a place in the band. She went over to the other dancers and they

congratulated her with pecks on the cheek. They ail had the same look on their face, something

similar to the expression of young women competing in a beauty pageant With that the prnctice­

performance was over.4

"Big Stars En Coneert"

The band would pmctice three or four limes a week, usually Monday through

Thursday from 2:00 - 5:00 p.m. As l have described above, practices are themselves

perfonnances since tbey are usually open to the general public, and as 1will describe below

performance is a very particular kind of practicc. Musicians orten give the same energy during

practice that they do during concerts, but singers often reserve special outfits and dance steps

for these occasions~ which occur al night and attract a more desireable audience (usually aider

and with more expendable income than people that attend practice). On Fridays there are

usually shows scheduIed, and musicians are given the aflemoon off 10 rest and 10 find

something to wear. Maneko a1most never expected 10 see the musicians on Friday aftemoons.

"Ils se préparen~" he would say. tGetting ready' usually meant doing the rounds of friends

and neighbors necessary to find a Versace paisley silk shi~ or a D&G leather bere~ or a pair

of Girbaud blue jeans, or an American t-shirt with something wrïtten in large letters across the

cltest. It does not have to match anything else, il does IlOt even have to he a good fit. It only

4For whalever rasoo. the young woman DCVCl'~ 10 dImœ with tbc band.
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has to he new or look new. One item will do; one item is enough to show that the musician

has fans and that his fans have niee c1olhes. In most cases~ musicians borrow items of

clothing from friends, but there are also staries of people who buy expensive clothes and rent

them out as a source of secondary incarne (see Gandoulou 1989a). Maybe this is the 'getting

ready' that Maneka refers to, sinee if you want to rent something you have to get the money

together first.

AlI musicians are expected to report 10 the practice space by 10:00 p.rn. the night of a

show. Everyone knows that we probably will not leave before midnight, but mest of the

musicians manage to arrive by the pre-arranged time. This is where the waiting begins. Sorne

musicians do their waiting in the practice room; the non-guitarists play guitar for bad would-be

singers who do not care that there is someone sleeping in the corner. In the doorway to the

practice space there is always someone standing with a James Dean pose; this is a space

rcserved for someone who had spent a lot of lime 'getting ready'. The batêtes ('junior leaders')

are almost never visible. They are getting ready in their own space, the last ones to get ready,

getting ready to make an entrnnce before an exil They are what everyone is waiting for.

OUlside of the practice space, even at 10:30 p.rn., there is coming and going. This is

Kinshasa. Ngiri-Ngiri. Home of legendary zairean singers Sam Mangwana and Kester

Emeneya and the quartier célèbre of popular painter Cheri Samba.5 The phannacy is still

open. The old woman selling baguettes and pœnuts is still there. There are still children

evel)'Where, not only the regulars from the immediate surroundings, but also those that lOOk

the long way to the phannacy or those who chose to buy their bread in front of the Big Stars

practice space because of the ongoing spectacle it provides. The river of mud caused by

poorly maintained run-off ditehes is still there, en permanence. Permanendy, but it is always

new, adapting to changes in the environment such as the rain and the tire tracks of brutal taxis.

It is clearly pan of the spectacle. We watch as people of all types try te find their way across

Son Cheri Samba. sec lewsicwicti (1993, 1995) DI 011 Samba. Ngiri Ngiri and odIcr popular paiDlen in
Kinshmia. sec Dumoo and Jacquemin (1989).
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this baby Congo River; pousse-pousse (handcan) drivers, mothers with babies, soccer players

retuming from a match, vendors from the Dail market, nightime girlfriends, unemployed civil

servants, an Arnerican musician. AU of these people, but never Defao. Defao is the ooly

persan in the neighborhood that never has to cross this post-colonial moal There is a special

mud1ess path from bis studio apartment to the practice space and if ever he wanlS to go

somewhere else, Ebolo the driver will pick him up in the big red van which reads "Big Stars

En Concen".

The people most adept al coming away clean from the mud river are the musicians.

Not ooly because we cross this post-eolonial moat every day severa! times a clay.. but also

because it is important, given how much time we spend 'getting ready', that we cross it

carefullyand with sorne degree of composure [figure 7.1]. But no one ever complains about

the mud river. Maybe, Hke myself, they think it cannot be reaI, and that it will oot he there

tomonuw. Or maybe it serves as a kiod of divider between musicians and the rest of the

world. During the long wait in the practice space, on the musician side of the river.. the

dancers pull down their tight body dresses, still weil above the knees, and began to put on the

flashy costume jewelry that Defao has provided with their matehing outfits. The outfits are an

important part of Defao's stage show, which is known for ils dancing. Many groups

encoumge their danseuses to dress alike, but Defao's dancers are fullyoutfitted: bumble bee

body soits in black, with yellow striped sleeves and sports numbers on the chest, black

imitation leather hi-top Doc Martens boots, Heavy 0 gold chains with customary bobbing

pendants, and blood red lipstick for the face. For weddings they wear high heel shoes, red

slacks witb a wide vinyl belt, elegant longhair wigs, and a )oose, brightly colored flower­

design blouse. Despile frequent peŒOlll1el changes, the outfits always seemed to fil6

11:30 p.m. rails around. Midnighl 12: 19. It seems like we will never leave. When 1

ask Maneko wbat lime we should he ready, he invariably says "saon". Important information

6Maybe aIllbc audits were eI.tic. Or maybe he jusl bought smaUs aod mcdiums to torture bis mosdy male
uIicDce. Or maybe he dloIe die Wmœrs aŒOfdiog ta their meamn:maats.
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Iike this is left vague on purpose. If the musicians know exacdy what lime we are leaving, they

will go off in search of matches or to visit someone and will most likely be lale. In ail honesty,

wc do nol need to know. We are worker bees, musician ants on duty, and if Chef Maneko does

not inform us of a lime and place, il is because we do not need to know. So we continue to

wail. The Big Stars van will take us where we need to go and will bring us back. It is sa

routine that often we do not know the name of the bar or club where we are scheduled to play.

After aH, Kinshasa bas sa many. 12:42. Finally Montana emerges from the darkness, and in

very tinle time the red van is packed sardine-tight("~a na ngayeee -- to komi

Thompsons!"7), and we are off across the mud river ta sorne unknown, faraway destination lhat

will probably not look all that different from Ngiri Ngiri.

1am usually offered one of the spaces in the front with Chef Maneko, but sometimes 1

travel in the very back with Theo, who sils next to me hoping 10 trick me out of my sweat

towel. Once the junior leaders bave given the arder, it is important for everyone 10 get into the

van. Not nearby or next to the van, but imide the van. This enables Maneko le count heads

and to make sure everyone is present. If someone is absent, everyone stays in the van, which

at tbis point (an excrutiating eleven minutes later) is already a steambath. But we cannot leave

the van. If we leave the van, someone else will stray awayand maire us ail wail again. The

lOba( 'jerk') that shows up late bas sorne lame excuse about a missing shoe or maJaria or

something, and he gels sufficiently reprimanded by Chef Maneko and abused by the rest of the

band sa tbat he will probably not let it happen again. We are off, probably still to make a stop

or two for ps, or ta pick up a stray bandmember and the Montana's new girlfriend. Once we

begin moving, the windows are down and the air is once again beamble. Morale lises quickly

as everyone, even those who were sleeping, seem to catch a long-awaiœd second wind. One of

the aJaJo/cus in the far back is making people laugh by changing the words to a popular shout:

"eh-uh-eh a simbi movate" Cob yeah, sbe uses skin whiteners'). We are 50 tigbdy packed tbat

7'Oh mocber of miDe, wc're packed in like Thompsons' (a small fish wbich!BI bccome somctbing of a staple
food in Kinshasa heransc or ifs low priee md availability).
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we cannat see outside of the van, but we know that we are turning heads. Even at 12:45 a.m.

We are the Big Stars and we are going 4 en concert'. The red van says so.

We arrive to the place where wc are supposed to play, and one byone we descend

from the vehicle. There is a large crowd milling outside the bar, watehing our arrivai [figure

7.2] These are the people who are not able 10 gel in the bar for their age or lack of money, but

will surely find some way to see the show, probably from a nearby tree or the roof of the bar.

Locally theyare known as ngembo ('hanging bats'), a tenn which Many adults use to describe

themselves in the years when they first became interested in music.8 One of the barefoot

children tbat should have been in bed a long time ago reads the writing on the sicle of the van in

a long, exaggemted voice: "Biiiiiiiiiiig Staaaaaaars en Coooooonceeeertn and bis companions

repeat the mystical souRds, each laughing and trying 10 sound more French than the one

before. A few people in the crowd will yeU out names as we saunler past "Defao!n

"Montana!" "Atalaku!" We try to pretend we do not hear them. Maneko is standing al the

door with the doormen, pushing us through and sometimes calling out our names so the

producer's assistant cao make sure we are on the list. Once inside, it is very differeot. There

is breathing room. The crowd is well-dressed, 18-31~ mostly male and much better at

conceaJing their excitement al our arrivai. Depending on the number of warm-up bands

sheduled to play before us, we may have to wait anywhere from thirty minutes to an bour and

a half before we actually start playing. We are sitting off or back stage~ with the batêtes hidden

out of sighL Il is 1:07 am. We continue to wail.

Most of the places we play closely resemble each other. They ail have different names

("Le Destin", "Chez Ya Pecos", "Bonbon Sucré") and the layout is sometimes different, but

everything else about them malœs them seem amazingly similar. There is a poorly painted

white façade with a smalt Metal door that always makes the interior seem spectacuIar for the

frrst few seconds. Most bars are open air, with some part of the bar covered in case of rain.

Srdlebwaalso tra11S18Ies this termas ·curious' aad providcs aDiœ pie:turcof ·nganbo t from the 19508 in
action (fcbebwa 1996: scœnd pIF of tbird pid'IR set).
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[oside there are larger than life beer bottle labels pajnted on the walls and brewery product

• tlags that were stnlng up during the last bœr promotion~and that no longer f1ap in the wind.

There are locally produced welded Metal chairs~ made with 114" metal rod and a square foot of

thin sheet metal for the scat No ann rest means one size fits ail. They are not comfortable~

but with the quality of local music~ they don~t need to he, since most people will spend a better

part of the night on the their feet dancing. When there are no more metal chairs, there are

always plenty of plastic beer crates~ and these are actually more comfol1ahle than the chairs.

The stage is usually al one end of the bar~ more or less elevated~ almost aIways too small for

the 15-16 musicians that occupy it al any given lime.

The cigarette boys who rave around the bar are much more than cigarette boys. On

their heads they carry cardboard display units that overllow with every imaginable type of

midnight snack and late night utility: cigarettes~ gum~ bubble gum~ mints, caffee drops~

lollipops~ caramel pops, chocolate candy bars, chocolate cookies~ fruit candies, fruit filled

candies~ hard-boiled eggs, tissues~ toothpicks. matches, nailclippers~ k:eyrings~ scissors, razor

b1ades, a complete assortment of local natural stimulants (cola nut~ 1dtomaIa~ biolongo, and pili

pif; among others) and on rare occasions, you can even find everyone's favorite anti-stimuJan~

condoms. More remarkable than the mobility of these roving vendors ("vendeurs ambulants")

is the way they move:

Enue deux traosactioos.le jeune upœ,eur évolu€~ 1 orphelin ou simple paria de la société kinoise.
s~-ete un moment devaot un bistrot du quartier qui distille du modiaba à fond la caisse. Le temps
pour lui d'exhiba' quelques pœ de danse (maymo ou aucre moto). à la manière de la tête d'affiche de
:ùliko Ulnga wnga ou de L'Empire Balalba avec qui il rivalisaait facilement la palme de meiUetU'
danseur de la saison. Histoire de rôder sa forme. C'est aussi. dans un sens. sa oonlribulioo -gratuite-­
àla tharralit~dela cilé (Tcbebwa 1996: 331).9

~'BdWeen two tnmacti0D8~ the young usopbistieatcd stre:etkid·~. orpban or lJl(ft simply pariab. of Kinshasa
society, stops for a moment in Crout of neigbborhood lB'~ is playiag modiDba (8 dance step) fun blast Just
long CDOUgh to dcmoosuare a couple of daDœ steps (mayeno or moto>. in che manncr of the fl'OlltD1Cn of Zaiko
Laup Laoga or &npire Batuba with wbom he couId eMily compete for the aide ofbest dmcerof the )'C2I'. Ifs
a matter of trying out bis tedmique. Il is also. in SOlDC sense, bis OOIltributiOll--ffte ofdIarge--to the thealri.ca1
oabft cC the popuI. ncighboiboods."
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The bands that play before the Big Stars are neighborhood groups ('petits groupes du

quartier') which are not yet well-known except by friends and locaJs from the immediate

neighborhood.10 Sometimes two local bands will play, the most local (i.e. the least polished)

playing first Playing 66with" Defao is a big chance for groups that have little or no access 10

professional equipment and producers, but many young musicians take this to Mean that they

have already attained stardom. By imitating the gestures of fame (delayed enttance on stage,

large clothes and sunglasses, shouting names into the microphone), warm-up bands seem to

lose tbeir sense of time. In theory they are expected to play two or three sangs in arder to

open the evening ('lever les rideau' or 60pen the curtain '), but in Many cases one of the young

singers pleads with Chef Maneko, who, having a very big heart, chooses to ignore the

beginning of their next song. It is 1:26 a.m. More waiting ...

During ail of this waiting, many of the musicians will simply find a chair or a Clate in a

space nearby, and will curt up to sleep. Before becoming a part of the band, 1 round this habit

surprising. It seemed ta me that sleeping on the sile of the performance (albeit in a discretely

chosen spot) made the band look tired and overworked. But as 1 became more involved in the

band's regular work schedule, sleeping on site made more sense 10 me. From my notes:

Getting ready for a concert is weird. Il taIœs a 10( of mental preparatiœ. You bave to bave YOUf mind
dear. You're going up to perform for four 10 five hours straighl, you've gol lO he in shape, and
there's so mueb waibng, so you sleep. It's difficu1llO deal with the scbedule. Vou Iwo\\' you'll be
getting home with the sUDrise, tbal your sleep dock wiU he off uotilThursday of the next week al
wbich time yon stan 10 gel ready to do il again. So you slcep. It's 1:30 am., you ooIy slept for
three hours the Dight berme, so you sleep.

The bandleaders never seem to comment on this practice, in fact they sometimes do it

themselves. To a large extent the need 10 sleep is due to the demanding schedule of full-time

1Orchcbwa esûmaces Ibc numbcr of oeigbborbood bands Con:besues des jeunes') to he al betwem 600-700
(1996: 173,192). Otber cstimate8 1heard go as bigla &13.000 (persooa1 c:ommUDic:aliOll. Zachary Bababaswe),
wbich would he the cquivaieDl oC OIIC group every IWo or tbree sqWR kilOIDda'S. Tbis estimale is probabIy
bigh and IDOSt likcly indudcs ail types of music groups, DOt just tbose playing 61a musique modcmc'. In any
case, neigbborhood '-da bave limited aposure in the sprawliDg urban œnter Ibat is Kinshasa. My questions
about the bands p1aying befCft us usually fcll to dcaf eaI"s. No one secmcd ÏDla'CSced aod no ODe, not eveo Chef
Maocko, kncw who die bmd "'as. 6Th petit ClI'dIestœ du qwner," he would ÏDvariably "WCI' esome group ci
kids from the DCipborbood').
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practice and performance. Hours of missed sleep accumuIate and during the most irresistible

moments of the night (from Il p.rn. - 2 am.), aceompanied by the pulsating, saturated sound

of an endless rumba rhythm, the human body falls into a deep satisfying slate of abandon

[figure 7.3). When 1first experienced tbis deep sleep myself, 1woke up 10 the most

wonderful second wind (or was it third?) 1have ever experienced It was, in fact, the silence

tbat woke me. The second warm-up Œmd had the plug pulled, and it was time for the main

attraction. Il is 1:48. Showtime. [audio eue 8].

We are much quicker ta start man the warm-up bands. Il is a combination of the long

wait and the fact that we have done this so ManY times before. The guitarists know the knobs

with their eyes closed and are able ta tune discretely without the audience noticing. They begin

with an instrumental piece ('musique de variétés'), often the same pioce at the beginning of

every show. It has several tempœ and complex transitions which show off the skills of the

instrumentalists and also help 10 wake up the last few sleepers backstage. ft is sho~ tw~threc

minutes, and as soon as il is finisbed, the band president saunters on stage and signais the start

of the filSt song. He is decked out in a large 3-piece suit and tbick black sunglasses which

cover bis temples as weil as bis eyes. His two ether singers follow close behind They pull

up their pants around their waist as they prepare to take the mike. Everyone is very stiff and

serious. There are tbree singers and four microphones, hinting al the imminent arrivai of the

star and leader of the band.

He won't actuaUy arrive on stage uotil the second or third song. This is standard

pmetice with mast bands. The lead singer is the reason that everyone came and he must he

given out in careful doses if the group wants to maintain i18 precious fan base. For similar

reasoos, he will a1so be the first one to leave, usually a full half-hour or 45 minutes before the

rest of the band It is 2:Œ a.m. and the music for bis entry song '&Famille Kikuta" -- the

closest tbiDg the Big Sian bave 10 a hit this year ... is weil underway before he arrives on

stage. It has a cyclical introduction that can go on until ail of bis buttons are buttoned and bis

bleacbed white hairs in place. Theo, with ail eyes front and center, he tloats op 10 the
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microphone and removes it from the stand, pushing the cord aside gtGCefully just in time for

the beginning of the next cycle. This exciting moment of showmanship always gives me

goosebumps. A strange, misplaced pride swells in my throat and just like the barefoot kid

outside of the bar 1have ta say bis name out laud: Defffffffffff Deeeeeeefaaaaaaao! He

stands out on stage like a three-dimensional character against a two-dimensional background

He is the real thing. He bas finally arrived. "Fondé!''11

As he begins to sing" the audience is completely transfixed uotil the first fan

approaches with money in his bands" and places it purposefully in each of Defao's front

poclœts. Defao continues singing completely unphased. The next fan approaches with one

big bill and slips it iDto Defao's band as he yells something in Defao's ear. He probably told

Defao bis name, hoping Defao wouJd sing bis praises that night, or told Defao how great he

thinks he is ('·Def" na sepeli na yo trop!" tDefao, you"re the best!'). The next fan fallows

closely behind and from a wad of bills in bis left band begins to shell out Money onto the tloor

al Defao's feet. He fmishes the wad, gives Defao a civil servant head butt on the sicle of bis

head and struts back ta bis place in the crowd.12 By this lime there is a constant fiow of

people ta coming on stage to lay bands and money on Defao's person. Sometimes ignoring

their attention, sometimes smiling and showing gratitude, he continues his song despite the

people that are tloating around him7 puning things in bis pockets.. speaking in bis car, striking

poses with him (see below). When the transition to the dance pan comes he bas a few seconds

of freedom" as they can see bim repositioning himself on stage. But after Defao's famous

'wall of dance' is up and running, the crowd is once again ail over him" usually two al a tîme,

totally oblivious to bis music or words.

11ShŒt fU' "foodateur' or "fOUDda" •die la1D tbal most baDdmembers use wbcn addressiog ner.,.
12Men in Kimbasa ofleD peel eEh otber by bumping gendy the oomas of Iheir fORbeads, altaDating sida •
tbey shate or hold baDds. This fOlm of greetiDa, wbich uses the smle FsturaIIIlOIiOll as kisses OD the cbcck
commOll in oumy parIS of Europe, secmed to he most COIIIIDOIl (or al Ic:ast Most proaounœd) BIDODI DJal iD
posilioas of wcalth and power. sudl as wcalthy bllSÎnesuncn or well-pl-=cd civil servants.



314

The Anatomy ofa Song

For the mast part, song order in concert is improvised.13 After finishing a song, the

bandleader (or president in bis absence) will think briefly and icall" the next song to he

played.14 ln mast cases he will announce bis decision to the guitarists, one of which will

repeat the information to the other musicians (drummer, singers, and keyboard playcr). The

only other internction which occurs between the bandleader and the rest of the band are the

elaborate dance sequences in the final put of each song. Sangs usually last from 20-30

minutes in concert The two and sometimes three-part song structure (see ch. 3) which lasts

five-eight minutes on pre-recorded material is lengthened primarily in the final part of the song,

the seben.. or fast·paced dance part. Audiences depend on hearing the words and Melodies of

the artist they have paid ta see, but a large pan of the live concert experience is the

unpredictable extended dance sequences which take place as much in the audience as they do on

stage.

Mœt songs stan with a slow, lyrical introduction followed bya series of verses

(icouplets') where vocals predominate. Percussionists (conga player, aIllIaJal.. drummer)

punctuate WÎth relatively simple rhythmic patterns so not ta detmct from the singer or the lead

guitarist, who tJade the melodic phrases back and fonh throughout the verse. During this part

of the song, the dancers are off-stage, and the co-singers are off-mike but still on stage, each

moving within bis own space.15 Each singer dances in a way that suggests he is conscious of

the fact that he is on stage, but completely unaware of the people around mm. He sways back

13BeœtlaJules-Rosette (1975) offus a detailcd aa:ountœsimilar interacbOllS and decisiOll~g processes
for songs U8Cd in tbe MaraoIœ Apostolic cburcb of Ibc Kasaï regiOll of Zaire wbeœ she coaductcd raeardl.
14As BaIiDcr bas desaibcd for the pafŒDJalœof mbira Dlusic in Zimbabwe (1978: 111), a cyclical song
structure lIICaIIS tbal the group leader •adls' the end of a JB1icular SOIIg wheo he sees fiL ln order to signal the
"end' of the song, mosl bauds in Kinshasa use a stmdad musical mocif or tag wbicb is usuaIIy sung by the
atDÛlkll. In Zaiko Lmga~ for eqnple. Ibc atDlDJaI will roll a long, loud Or' ÏDm die micropbone alter
baving seea the le-Icr's sipal to end the song.
ISr bave used the tam 'co-siDaer' instealœ'b8ctup sin...' sinœ die laner usuaI1y tâen ta oompIetely
secoodary musiciaDs who compIcmc:ot the lead singer but œver take the lad Œ SÏDgl1010s tbcmscIves. In
Zain:an music, œ-sÎDlerI, although usuaIly I*t ofabiawdly, oftal bave the opportuDity ID siag a1ooc, al
wbidl time 0Iber siDgcn (induding die lad singct) will back off from die micropbone. Tbcir positiOD cm s1aF
(four miaopbœes cquaUy spea:d ofcquaI ïmpœUIIœ), allIO rd1eds tbcir UDique plate in tbe baDd
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and forth easily and punctuates bis private dance with a series of personalized gestures: spin?

dip, handclap, push up the sunglasses, pull up the pants, tuck in the shirt. His movements are

individual moments of expression, narcissistic and consciously un-coordinated with the rest of

the front Iioe. Theo, when the vocals require three and four-pan harmony? he mayes up to the

microphone, leuing go of bis individual identity to once again become part of the powerful

front line ('attaque·chant'). Here their movements are somewhat more coordinated.

Consuaioed not ooly by complex harmonies but also by long, lyric-filled Melodies, co-singers

bob up and down in lime with the beat, their bodies becoming human Metronomes (see ch. 5).

Their bands altemate, first uptumed and outstretched shaking loosely, and then brought in to

cross the chest, in a gesture which bas come to signify the modemist passion of the popular

singer. Except for the percussionists, whose instrument requires sorne degree of upper body

movement, the other musicians stand still as they play.16 Whether the stoicism of the

instrumentalists is a question of temperament (as in Thompson's 'aesthetic of the cool ') or

simply a result of the concentration required 10 play Zairean music, their relative

motionlessness stands in stark contrast to the singers and to the usually very excited crowd in

front of them.

During the slow pan of most songs, people dance together in couples [figure 7.4]. A

particularly slow or romantic song willlead most couples ta dance 'collés-serrés' (literally

'stuck together tight'), with her bands around his neck, and his hands around her waist, very

attaehed al the hips:

''En effe~ l'on va danser ensemble, ou persoane D'Y va Les nocrambules CODSÎdèreot embarrassant
d'être le seul roupie sur la piste ... vraiment ridicule, presque humiliant. Tout le monde VOWl regarde,
ce n'est pas entraiDant. Les daDscurs prdèrent bouger en foule, scrRs coUés" (Grinling quoted in
Tchebwa 1996: 339).17

16rhcrc are SOlDe exceptiODS. Ca1ain weU-1mown guitarisls (Bocing 737 and Lofombo from Fmpire Bakuba.
Alain Makaba and Burkioa Faso from Wenge Musica DCBG, the YOUllg lcad guic.ist from. Brazmville's Ex1J'a
Musica)~ appra:iated for fhcir occasiooal forays into the daz section. mar anim_ed db:e moves, md tbeir
facial ~prasiOllS duriDg performmœ.
17·Aetually, people dB:e logetbcr or DO ODe daDces al ail. Nigbtlifen coosidcr il embmassing to be die oaly
couple 011 tbc daoœ floor ... Indy ridicu1ous, almast humiliatiog. Everyooe looks al you, il is DOt very
stimulatiDg. People pnier to dEœ in a 1..group, close togetber.'
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If the song is more upbeat, or as the verse moves iota a more upbeat chorus, Jess intense

couples will separate, either liberating their upper bodies, or separating their bodies altogether

but keepiog their anns in place. It is usually during the chorus that tension builds, leading up to

the transition ta the seben, where couples almost without exception separate completely and

begin their own personal variations on the mast well-known dance steps of the day.

Et qu'C5t"œ que danser'? L'exubérance, tout simplement? Pas du tout. L'homme, par exemple, se
meut avec retenue et mai1rise de soi. Même quand il excelle, c'est avec mesure, le visage presque
grave, qu'il se manifeste sur la piste ... La femme ondule, balance le bassin. tandis que l'homme la
conduit avec nond1alance. Puis. à un instant plus ou moins précis. parfois au battement près, les
couples se séparent. C'est le seben. Les femmes en profitent pour rattacher le tissu de leurs pagnes,
d'un large mouvement qui appelle les regards ... (e]lles veulent éviter aussi que le vêtement ne se
dénoue. ne se détache à l'étape la plus animée et la plus rapide de la danse (ibid 339-340).18

As the end of the chorus draws near, the dancers and the atalaku come closer te the

stage and the instnlmentalists back up to mm space for the seben. Every stage has a number

of layers. The backstage is usually made up of a ring of observers, cousins, friends, and

sound engineers. The"defense', which basically corresponds to what wc caU the rhythm

section (percussionist, drummer, keyboard player, and guitarists), fcnns a kind of human

backdrop for the movements of the dancers and singers. Defense musicians bave ümited

movement not only because of the limited space of rented or improvised podiums but also

because of the ever-encroaehing backstage. Singers perfonn in two layers, the (irst of which

is the domain of the co-singers. They are aJways a litde bit off the microphone, even when

their responses are required as a counterpoint to the lead singer's displays of vocal virtuosity.

During many songs the lead singer and bis arsingers occupy the front line together. In other

songs, the lead singer takes up the entire front line himself, and the co-singers do oot approach

the microphone UDûl the chorus or laler after the transition into the dance part of the song. In

front of the front Une is a kind of 'avant-scène', which is almost exclusively used by dancers,

18..And what is dancing? Simply exhuberaoce? Not al ail. Tbe mm displays composure aad self-œattol.
Even when he exœls il is with some n:serve, bis expression very saious, abat he appss 011 the
danœfloor...Tbe woaum !ways, swiDgiog ber pelvis, while the ma l&als ber in a llODCbaI..t way. Thea, al a
mon: or las preasc momen~somctimes witbin a beal, the couples separare. It is the ~bDJ. Women take Ibis
chance to œligbtea their wrapnuod with a large gesture &bat anracts alteDtion ... but tbey ma wanl 10 kccp
their c10tbes from coming undooe duI'ÏIII the r..test and mast _matcd part of the sœa.'
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who occasionally move there from tightened positions in the front fine to perfonn with greater

case, sometimes as soloists [figure 7.5). The ataJoku, the most flexible of the musicians in

terms of the use of space, goes back and forth between ail of these layers, spending most of

bis lime between the defense and the front line, but also making strategic advances into the

'avant-scène', especially 10 interact with the danseuses during the seben [ 7.61.

The magic of the seben is due in pan to the fact lhat it tends to creep up on the

audience. Musicians, intimately familiar with the structure of each song and with the eues in

the chorus (both vocal and instrumental) that lead them into the seben, are comfortahle enough

with the tmnsition to he able 10 mask its arrivai. But from the perspective of the audience, the

chorus spills into the seben almost unintentionally and the accompanying increase in intensity

often leads to excited reactions from the crowd. At this point, if there was any space left on

the dance 1100r, it will soon he filled From the point of view of the musician, the transition,

although not as unexpected is just as exciting. After the singers have finished the last lines of

the chorus, the lead singer wiU step away from the microphone and raise bis arm, sometimes

looking around ta make sure all the musicians are prepared for the change.19 The lead guitarist

then kicks off the seben with a guitar riff which is slightly accelerated, and is soon joined by

the dnlmmer's snare, the atalaku's maracas (which is now acting as a rattle) and the on-mike

scream of one of the singers or the second atalaku. Il is in this space of about 30 seconds that

the song changes from words ta motion, with the guitarists playing fast...paced non-stop and

the singers falling into a fonnation of choreographed dance, that will contiDue joyously until

the end of the song.

l~ image of the raiscd .... 81 a symbolic gcsbIIe of autbority in Coago-laite bas hem discusscd by
Jewsiewidti (1991). In a œucat settiDg Ibis mobOll adds to the feeling of suspaue whicllicads op to the
ufJm.
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Dancing and Shouting

Sbrill voices tbat shoot righl through your bcart; sligbdy oily bodies devilishly clad in priDted silk
shirts and Iitany-marked suit! saunter onto a srage that·s tao smaIl in wastelaods or working class
houses transformed for the nigbt; mosdy male bodies on the dana: floor waiting for the middle of the
nighl and gallons of beer before starting to dance. alone~ dancing till delirilDD ID éD! endless seething
bypnotic rhythm ail through a oighl tbat may bave no day. Deafening music is everywhcre. dance and
electric guitars playing eodIessly. Everyone danœs~ the middle d&4lS~ the beggars. the madmat (Pivin
19%: 1).

The seben's mood of controlled frenzy is maintained in great part by the ataJaku.. whose

job. having taken the microphone from one of the singers~ is to encourage people to dance

through a careful combination of shouts ('cris'), sung-shouts ('chants-<..TÎs') and the vocal

gymnastics which mate up bis bag of tricks. As 1will discuss below. an iDtimate relationship

exists between shouts and dances, and at the center of this dynamic is the ataJaku. As in the

previous parts of each song, the ataJaku has a great deal of tlexibility during the seben. He is an

instrumenlalist, playing the maracas as an important complement 10 the driving rhythm of the

snare drum. He is a vocalist, using the microphone to bath sing and shout. And he is a dancer..

sometimes leaving aside the microphone and the maracas to join the front dance line, and

sometimes dancing solo or 10gether with the danseuses in the ~avant-scène'. Thus the need for

two and sometimes more ataJaku; while one is shouting, the other cao continue playing the

maracas. Occasional cali and response shouts require that both araJoJcu shoot al the same lime.

In order to do ail this, and 10 mainlain the energy of an extended seben, wbich can last as long as

40 minutes, the at%.ku must have incredible stamina. After the instrumentalists, the ata/oJcu is

the first musician on stage as he accompanies the band with high-energy shoots, dance moves

and maracas during the instnunental variétés music al the beginning of the show. He is on the

microphone for al least two-three limes as long as the singers, and during technical problems

(such as instrument failure or blackauts) he will usually cootinue shouting even if bis

microphone stops working. 1t is he who "chants the hysterical shouts which are suppœed ta

punctuate Ille music and direct the dance ste~ and pbysical contorsions" of live performance

(Tchebwa 1996: 206).
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Although il is commonly believed that the ato/Qku is responsible for'calling' dances and

shouts, this is rarely the case. The succession of dance steps is detennined bya number of

actors and factors in the musical environment of any given performance. Firstly il is important

ta remember that dances are aimast a1ways accompanied by shouts. The motion of the dance

does not always correspond directly with the content of the shout (for example Djuna

Mumbafu's moto or kibinda nkoy from Nouvelle Image), but in most cases the two have an

automatic association. There are examples of shouts tbat become more well-known than the

dances that accompany them (forexample Super Choc's mandundu, Edi Gar's makiese, and

bizelele sung by Nono of zaiko Langa Langa). When shouts of this type are picked up by other

groups, dances from the group's own repertoire are substituted. As discussed eartier (ch. 6),

eacb song bas a series of pre-determined shouts (usually three or four) which come directIy from

the album on which the song was released. After the pre-determined shouts/dances have been

exhausted, anywhere from three to ten additional ones will he aclded to complete the song in

concert. The exact number will depend on thase that are chosen (since sorne 1ast longer tban

others) and on the point at which they are chosen (some seben are shonened if the mood or

filingi is not right).

In most œnds, the most senior singer will taIœ on the role of dance line leader. In this

capacity il is he who decides or 'caUs' the next dance step which in tum signais the next shoot

But bis decision is consttained by a number of factors, Most important of which is the

structure of the song. Partitions within the seben correspond to motifs from the lead guitar and

thus partition length and transitions between partitions are usually detennined by the lead

guitarisl Most dance line leaders will cali a change in step upon hearing a change in partition

or upon seeing the lead guitarist's signal to the instmmentalists to prepare for such a change.

Apart from this teehnical/structural constraint, the dance line leader is also COIlstrained by

dance fasbions of the day. 1t is his job to manage dance sequences in such a way as to he not

onIyentertaining, but also accessible, since many members of the audience dance what the

band is dancing. Certain Iœy dances of the moment ("les danses qui font succès" or "les
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danses qui marchent") must he used sparingly 50 as not to wear them out, and well-timed in

order 10 maintain a certain level of excitement throughout the perfonnance.

The dance line leader is also responsible for organizing the danseuses. Female singer­

dancers~ present in the music since the days of the vaudeville-style variety shows of the 19408

(see Fabian 1990), were first used in 'modem' rumba by Tabu Ley Rochereau, who along

with his "Rocherettes" conquered the Olympia theatre in Paris in 1970. Since then, female

singer-dancers have become for the most part dancers and their now ubiquitous presence (bath

in videos and in concert) plays upon female eroticism and male desire (Biaya 1994; Chiwengo

1997). Danseuses are almost never on stage during the ficst parts of songs.20 Invariably they

wait backstage, preparing themselves to appear during the transition 10 the seben or during the

seben itself. Their placement and their movement on stage is directed by the leader of the

dance line (either the lead singer or the most senior singer on stage at that lime), but in the case

of an extended dance sequence (usually in the 'avant-scène), the head danseuse cao mate

decisions with regards to particuJar dance steps and positions.

Danseuses do not appear on every song. This is probably intended to tease the mostly

male audience as much as it is 10 leave enough space for the singers to show their own skills as

dancers. When danseuses do appear~ it is usually in groups of two or more, preferably

dressed in similar or complementary outfits and dancing in unison [figure 7.7]. Compared to

male dancers (most often singer-dancers), who joke with each other and exaggerate dance

steps to please the audience ('mettre 1'ambience'l, danseuses are generally more subdued in

their expression. They are admired for baving a full figure ("Regardez cette santé!") and for

their ability to isolate and control the movement of particular body parts, especially the hips

and buttœks. Occasionally danseuses who smile or maintain eye contact as they dance are

appreciated for their chann ("aza na charme"), but Most dancers prefer to cbarm with their

hips, maintaining a concenlrated~ indifferent expression during performance. Arter their

2000e exœptiOll bciDg duriDg wakinp, wbae fcmale dmccrs .ecnœuraaaI 10 dmce with otber musiciaos or
guests during d21sic l1III'IbtJ numbcrs.
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arrivai on stage, individual danseuses cao break away from the small group for dance solos,

ideally ta wander iDto the audience to tease audience members and solieit money. Sorne

groups will have a large Dumber of danseuses (anywhere from eight 10 ten) and will designate

a special place in their show to introduce them to the audience one by one, a kind of live

catalogue of the women that the band bas to offer a predominantly male audience [figure 7.8].

The dance solo is an opportunity for each danseuse ta he noticed for ber individual

skills as a dancer, but it is alse a chance to make extra money. During solos the ataJoku helps

the danseuses along by improvising the shouts which correspond roughly to the dances they

are using. The ataJaku pays very close attention 10 the dancer's meves, since she will often

use a step of her own or something completely improvised. He fiUs in the gaps by

improvising shouts spiced with her name: "Mami Mami e-eh oh, tala Mami Mami e-eh oh!" or

"Jeancy! azobina! eza danzé! azcbina!''21 Like sorne singer-dancers, she often has pre­

detennined eues that tell the drummer 10 accent certain gestures. One dancer shakes her hands

above her head to signal a full-arm downward motion that will end in the slapping of ber rear;

the drummer gives her two hits on the snare drum. Another dancer needs cymbals for ber

footwork and the kickdnun for her hips. These highly personalized solos, however, are

usually nol more than a prelude to something else. Dancers know that their best chance of

making extra money is through attraeting (not ooly male) attention on the dancefloor, and the

best way to do this is through erotic gesturing.

Monique, nicknamed 68-52', is the tallest of the dancers and ber gmceful, slow

movements match wbat appears to he very a demure demeanor. Her solo, however, is far

from demure. ACter a rushed series of standard steps and breaks, she cuts the beat and walks

calmly 10 the center microphone srand. She places the microphone on the ground and calmlY

carries the stand out te the middle of the 'avant-scène'. Still holding on witb one han«L sbe

circles the stand uDtil ber back is faciDg the audience. With very little ceremœy sile works

2166Mami, M.-1i! Wouid you dIcck out M&,Mami!" or .61cmcy! SIIe's daocing! SlIe's daDgaous! Slle's
dIIxiDg!"
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both bands down the length of the microphone stand, and starts to wind her rear in slow,

exaggerated figure eights that seem to he dictating the rhythm of the music. AIl except the

distinguished guests in the single ring of front-row seats are DOW standing on their toes,

anxious to see what will he her next move. Through her skillfui and suggestive gestures, the

microphone stand goes from being a horse, to a scratehing post, to a fire hydrant The

audience is delirious and bas already begun to spray ber with money.

She leaves the microphone stand alone and begins to focus her energies on a live

subject, having already spotted a wealthy-looking aider man who up until DOW has shown no

signs of being impressed. Only a few feet from his face, she tums her back to him, doubles

over with her hands at her anldes and begins to move her rear al almost exactly eye level. He

cao remain straight-faced no longer, and finally cracks a smile. His friends on either side of

him are bowling with glee and encourage him wildly ta pay something for bis not 50 private

dancer. But before he cao reach bis wallet, she bas already changed positions. She is now

hovering above bis lap, facing the band in a semi-squat, forcing him to acknowledge ber

presence as a professional. After she senses the bill that bas been placed nervously in between

herself and her elastic body suit, she jumps up, claps ber bands and tums 10 face him. Now

she rejoins the rhythm already in progress. and dances a dance of joy with ber bands behind

her head and her hips ail over. She does not look al him directly, but ber continued close

attention acknowledges his importance relative to the rest of the audience. He is obliged to

shell out more money before she agrees to move on.

Not ail dancers will venture this far into the audience, but those that do will often

perfonn similar acts of solicitation.22 Mami, a sbort stout dancer with a fake Madonna beauty

mark and overpainted feline eyes, was known for adanœ called 'the Cupid'. As she stepped

through the sebtn, sile would pantomime the removal of a love aRU\\' from ber quiver, draw it

in her imaginary bow and roam around the dancetloor in searcb of a targeL Once the target

221n the Big Stars, six of dle eighl dDn.seu.fD uscd similar IaClics on a regular bais. Informal observation
sugals similar ratios for oIbcr l8Ids III weil.
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was chosen, she would send him the arrow and earefully work her way to where he was

sitting, zigzagging a slow, deliberate path across the ~avant-scène'. Mami's fmaIe usually

ends up with ber standing on the armrests of a distinguished man's chair, slightly bent at the

mees with her pelvis dancing circ1es around bis field of vision. The acrobaties of the cupid

dance make Mami extremely popular with the audience, but ber 'Coca-Cola' is also a

crowdpleaser. After having placed an empty coke bottle in the middle of the dancefloor and

having circled il several times with a suggestive, low shuffle., Mami bolds the bottle in between

her legs and starts to work the crowd. With one band behind her head and the other holding

the boule in a loose, bobbing motion., she shuffles slowly toward the audience members that

are the most-weIl dressed or have the greatest number of beer botdes on their table.

Sometimes before she arrives they are already forming a line in front of her. They want a

chance to dance this moment of erotie humor and apart from sorne money, they each also bring

their own bottle.

Danseuse solos are ecstatie high points of concert performance and as such they are

relatively short compared to the tolal amount of lime devoted ta danee in a concert; in sorne

coneens, these extended solos do not even 0CCUf. A variation on the dtmseuse solo is the

group dance solo in which individual bandmembers (sometimes the entire band) are pusbed by

fellow bandmembers iDto the ~avant-scène' 10 display their dancing skills. Male dancers

usually display agility, technique or humor while danseuses combine technique with a touch of

eroticism. This variation is relatively common (occurring in one of every five Big Stars'

cœcens), but by far the Most common dance formation is the loosely choreographed line of

dance performed by the ·attaque chant'. Theirmovement, coordinated byeues from the dance

line leader, is tightly synchronized, but individual dancers vary motions or add accents te

underline individual style. This dance line can also include the participation of the danseuses

(either in between the singers or in front of them)., and in full force can involve as manyas
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sixteen people: eight danseuses, five singer-dancers, and three atalaku. This is what 1have

referred to as Defao's 'wall of dance' .23

Defao bas a1ways been known for bis skills as a dancer, in fact in the early years of bis

career he was more well-Imown as a good dancer than as a good singer. As leader of the Big

Stars, he bas managed to continue this tmdition through the 'wall of dance', wbich fills the

stage during the majority of his perfonnances. In the far bac~ the defense is moving gently,

slightly changing the backdrop behind the 'attaque chant' which is five - seven people wide

and moves like a Chinese dragon: together, individually. In front of the singers are two Iines

of four danseuses, loosely synchronized but dancing a step which is completely different from

the male dancers behind them. In this complex fonnation, the lead danseuseswill tum her head

back periodica1ly 10 see what the singer-dancers are doing and from time 10 lime she will caB

the same step for her team. When the dozen or 50 dancers finally synch up, it is music for the

eyes. Time seems lO stop and the stage floats under the weightlessness of the band. There are

shouts of joy from the center that match the volume of the QIQ/oku, who by now bas worked up

a full sweat from singing and dancing al the same lime. The layered effeet of this 6 wall ' means

that the spectator a1ways bas something new to look al.. and in Many cases il is not clear who

will tire first, the dancers or the audience.

During ail of this dance spectacle there is often just as much activity taking place in the

audience. Almost ail of the dance steps performed by the front Hne are recognized and

followed by most members of the audience. Even if audience members are too far back to see

exactty what is being danced, they cao hear the corresponding shouts over the P.A. system

and they cao see the people in front of themall dancing in a more or less similar fashion. In

addition to foIlowing the dance steps, many audience members will also sing along with the

2lrhe 'wall of daoœ· phenomeoon is less devcloped in otber we11-known groups; most groups bave aoywhere
from one 10 four ~IUQ. Groups such as Empire Daku'" Zaiko 1JIDga Langa and Super Choc will have on
occa900 large~ ttoupes. but Ibis rcquires coosiderable resourœs md prq83IiOll. Two groups in
partiœlar, Rajalmla's Statiœ Japana and the group of die GcDeva-bœcd musiàanJoiiDo. bave begun to
expcrimeDt with eveulargcr group dmœ fOl1ll8lÎoas (àgbt - sixtecD daDœn &pm from JDUSià8lls). but this
style of paformanœ is limitai to laqe stage shows aad music videos due ta die spaœ it RqUires. Tbere is also
a vmalion whicb involves several female daoccrs daJcin. on eitbcr side of the laKI singer. a variation wbich is
pmiad.ty COIDIIIOIl in DcC.,'s stage show.
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shouts. Of course people participate ta varying degrees. Sorne people position themselves

immediately in front of the singers and try ta impress the musicians by following the dance

sequences and shouts very closely. Others know the dances and the repertoire very weil and

do not even need ta look around before changing steps. This category of audience member

(more often fernale than male) will sometimesjoin the front lioe on stage, either dancing

direcdy with the lead singer or together with the lead singer and danseuses in the middle of a

song. Sorne people dance the easiest or most obvious dances and do freestyle for the rest of

the seben~ while others simply sland up with an oversized beer bottle in band, unable to

control the urge and dance in place, standing in front of their chair.

lt is 5:00 MI. Day breaks anlo an orchestra of an endless song. The danœ floor is full of rhythm.
riveting the bodies. Shapes sleep on chairs and bencbes. others are still moviog. The saturated music
saturaled everyone's weariness a long lime aga. To oever stop dancing, to nevcr stop sleeping in the
ooly possible home: music (Revue Noire 1996: 2).

Due to the frenetic pace of musical creation in Kinshasa, the mœt popular dances (li.

4bapas basala succès') are constantly changing. Only a small number of dance steps cam the

distinction of staying on the market for more than a year (Djuna Mumbafu's moto, and the

suggestive lnayeno being good examples) and even fewer are considered good enough 10 be

picked up and used by musicians other than those who created them (Rajakula's kitisela,

Nouvelle Image's kibinda nkoyand the 1997 rage dombolo). Relatively well-known dance

steps that never attain this level of popularity may last for three to six monlhs (about the same

lime as the album or music videos are getting played) and are automatically associated with

their creators, but are not picked up for use by ether musicians (Djuna Mumbafu's bidenda,

Defao's simlJakn motema). Thus there are probably no more than about one dozeo

recognizable dance steps with shouts which circulate around Kinshasa at any given lime.24

And this does not Mean they ail sbare the same popularity; sorne are on their way up, some

24rhis lcndency ta draw from a œmmon pool of maraial aId the faet Ibalolten the same dEces/shouts are
WIed in differeat soogs is one l'C88OD why Zairean music is oCta cœsidcral repetilive or 1DODOtODOUs. On
repetitioD aoddiffereoœ, sec Drewal {19(1)aod the di5CUSSioo in ChIpIcrTco.
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bave plateaued and some are on their way out. Almast all bands draw from this common pool

. of dances and shouts ta complement their own repertoire, but as a general mie the number of

borrowed dances should not surpass thase created by members of the band, and in mast cases

borrowed dances are adapted to have the band's own persona! signature.2S As 1have

discussed in Chapter Four, many musicians feel pressure to include al least some of these

popuiar elances/shouts in order to maintain their fragile fan base.

Looking al how dance steps spread is helpful in understanding how dance styles

change so rapidly. Music videos have a prominent place in television programming (especially

on non state-run television stations, see ch. 4) and dancing is the key element of mûSt videos.

But before dances make il onto the television screen, they have already circulared throughout

the city in bars and live concerts. Sorne dances are created by spectators and picked up by

musicians for perfonnance, while others are the result of 'creative borrowing' between

musicians.26 Occasionally musicians will arrive to band practice with a new step they want to

try out The step will be shawn to a fellow musician or stage campanion, and if enough

musicians from the dance line express interes~ the step may he used in the concert sctting. But

new ideas cao also he tested during live performance in a concert setting.

This was the case with a dance that began to emerge in May of 1996. ft was brought to

the Big Stars by Bleu, one of the band's singers. During one of the band's first shows on tour

in Lower Zaïre, Bleu stepped back from the microphone, standing still, and looked around the

stage. Taking advantage of a temporary calm in the dance lîoe, he lunged forward with his

25rhcœare of œurse sOlDe exceptions. Nostalgia groups sucll~ Afrique Alliance and Mathieu Kuka's Mrique
Ambience make very liule use ofcboRgrapbed dmlc:es and their accompanyiDg shoots. Allbougb Bana OK.
bœ beeo infloenced by the multi-part song sl1'UCQlle and '8Dimatioo' of die New Wave movemeal, the dances
they use are of their own aati0ll8lld rdled the taste and age of tbeir mosdy older audieoce (sec the album
"Cabinet MoIili"l994). Anocber important excepliOll is the music of Viva La Musica (led by Papa Wemba),
the ooIy wdl-knowD band 10 systemalically Iduse to use otbcr group's danœs aod shouts. "We W8D( to do
somedIing differenl," Wcmba onœ toId me in aD interview. Olla wc1l-kDown bands sudl as Empire Baltuba
and Zaiko Laap Lanp, boch rcImowDed for their c:œar:ive CIIerl)' in tbis .ca, are more DlIIlOI'e forœd to give
in to prasuœ from fms to use the sbouts/dlmœ steps acated by the 'petits ordIestres' .
26Musiciaos, especiaUy singas and atalDJal.-e cooslalldy on the lookout for DeW dance steps. ldeas for new
steps or moves are usuaUy drawn from foWOR pn:sentaliODS. daDàDg street vendon, or from watdlÏDg 'les
petits ordlestta'. Il is very WIIIIIIUIl for musiciss ta boast m. tbey 'discovemJ' a d-.œ or a sbout in sucb
and such a pI-=e. SUlFSÛDlIbat crealivity cao also be lIlCmURd by the at1Ïst's ability ta iden1ify and.œpt the
craboas of 0Ihers.
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anns tight ta bis side and lOOk three giant steps, each with a rhythm of their own, independent

of the pounding backbeat. Ali eyes were on mm as he started to shuffle backwards with bis

shoulders sbrugged and a huge smile on bis face. His bands were spread out, with his wrists

on bis hips and his fingers stretehed out like feelers. No one in the band was quite sure what

was happening, but everyone seemed to like il. A few minutes later he lunged forward again,

and the musicians egged mm on as they began ta realize that this was not a freak

occurrence.but a new dance step. The atalalat identified the step as a variation of a new dance

for which he knew the shout (mobondo sabina) and he began 10 shoot accordingly. After Bleu

had perfonned a few cycles of the step. various members of the œndjoined him in the 4avant­

scéne' to try it out, each with his or her own version of the step. The newness of the step,

together with the catehy shou~ made it a great source of interest for the band. From my notes:

This dance. Ibis Bleu dance wilh die Monty Python silly walt, Ibis dance is laking over our shows ...
we did what seemed like al l_t a 45-minute seben just to elaborale lbe new slep. The best is Bleu.
with bis Bleueltes [figure 7.9J. Theo dances ilpreny weil, even ~...y and Jeancy bave tbeir own
liWe version. Il's a dance "qui a fait plaisirn

; oice ta watch. very cyclical. Kitisela is ~deadaad
buried (May 6, 1996).

A3 Ibis brief obsenration suggests. the dance usually begins as a mot idea or motif and then is

elaborated by various members of the band, each adding his/her own persona! variation te the

theme (c.f. Fabian 1990; Gates 1988; Rose 1994). This particular dance and shout

combination was borrowed from anather band but was adapted and elaborated in live lime, and

would later become an integral part of the Big Stars show. Before too long, the dance

completely overran the previous mast popular dance (lcitisela) in terms of Üle amount of

perforntance time it occupied This case selVes as a good example of the way that dance styles

spread between musicians and between bands.27

1have given sorne information about how dances and shoots are borrowed, but this

does not address the question of why they are borrowed. As 1suggested above, stylistic

27The dmœ desaibcd abovc .. weil as die ooe 10 fdlow i~ wae bath acquin:d during the l8Jd's tour fÂ Lower
Zaïre.
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innovation in Zairean music oceues mostly in dances and shouts. Song structure, although

having changed gradually over the last 30 years, bas shawn relatively little variation within the

last decade. Lyrics also have been very fonnulaic; musicians express the [ear of losing an

already precious local consumer base as a reason for not straying too far from standard thernes

about love and male-female relations..28 Thus dances and shouts are the most effective way for

local musicians 10 express their creative impulse and to distinguish themselves in a highly

competitive milieu. Dances and shouts are inexpensive to create, tbeyare highly mobile, easy

te remember and impossible to copyright (ch. 4), all factors which maJœ them central to the

dynamic of music production and consumption.

Il is generally believed that well-known musicians, tired and lacking inspiration,

aClively seek out fresh ideas from younger less-experienced music groups or musicians ("ils

puisent tout le temps chez les petits orchestres"). Stories abound about how well-knawn

musicians exploit young 'paroliers' ('wordboys' or 'lyricists') in order to beef up their

material and add to their repertoire.29 But there are also Many examples of less well-known

musicians, even non-musicians, offering ideas to the stars. The Big Stars repenoire of

shouts/dances, totalling approximately 30 during the lime of my fieldwor~was composed of

the following: ten of the curreol band's creation, eight from up and coming groups (Nouvelle

Image, Super Choc and Rajakula), seven from Defao's previous band (Choc Stars), and four

from various unknown neighborhood groups. Part of the reason that well-known groups are

able ta 'borrow' from less well-known groups is that less well-known (and unknown) groups

have no recourse in the event that well-known groups are able to profit from their creative

energies. Establisbed musicians enjoy performing the shouts and dances they ~borrow' from

younger groups, but they also see borrowed maleria! as a strategy to please increasingly young

audiences, and as proof of their adaptability to new trends and tastes.

28ssewhcre ( bave addrcssc:d the issue ofmaskcd messages or politically driVal sub-lexl in modan Congolcx
music (White &. BllIé 1997). On Ibis topie. sec also Fabian (1990. 1998) and Onyumbe (1994).
29rbe most well-known example is Koffi Olomide. who aetuaIly bepl bis QRCI' U ·l*OÜer' for Papa
Wemba. Tabu Ley a1so 8pl8'eDdy supplied lyrics to GraDd Kalli beforejoiDing Africm Jarl. (l.ooob 1969: 68)
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Rlumog the RatTier

In Europe you all go out and watch a show. but herc we go lo be a pan of lhe show. 1 weul lO see
Wemba last nigbt and didn'l even notice wbat color he was wearing (Gaby Shabanï. personal
communication).

Music, shouts, dances. and the visual overload of live music performance penetrates

the personal universe of the people who make up the audience. The corporeal and sensual

experience of loud music. alcohol. and large numbers of dancing bodies enables individuals to

penetrate the stmnge and wonder-fui world which musicians occupy (ch. 5). But the flow of

information and experience is not uni-directional. People in the audience aIso penetrate the

space of the musicians. Various kinds of identification strategies (singing along with shouts.

taking pictures with the artist during performance. placing moneyon the anist in various ways,

ete.) enable the non-musician 10 participate in the perfonnance and at some level 10 identify

with the musician 's personaJ power and dangerous gestures of individual distinction. The

symbolic space that separates them, often no more than a slightly elevated stage and set of four

microphone stands, is porous, and the ease with which members of the audience arrive on

stage blurs 10 a certain extent the distinction between stars and fans.

During one of my first concerts as an atalaku, 1was siogled out by a member of the

audience who in between songs was standing al the foot of the elevated stage in front of Defao

and yelling: "mundele! mundele!" ('white person! white persan! '). After two or tbree songs

ber voice became louder and more insistent, 10 the point that Defao could 00 longer ignore ber.

He looked down and put bis band bebind bis ear to signal ta her that sbe repeat what she said.

"What's tbat? What? Vou want the mundele todance? What? Oh you want ta dance with the

mundele?" The crowd around ber c1aps and cheers and the musicians on stage laugh an

embarrassed laugb. '4Wh81's your name?" Defao asks. 6
4Linda? tinda? Unda Linda? What?
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Oh, Linda MUSA! Okay Linda Musa, come op here. "30 She scuttles around to the side of the

rickety podium and rushes up the steps 10 find a place on stage immediately next to me. 1try

ta remain cool, act non-cha1an~ not totally sure if 1should dance with her or continue playing

my maracas. My indecision did not seem to bother her as she was only half-dancing, busy

trying to take in everything she was experiencing. She stayed on the stage UDtil weil ioto the

seben and eventually bad ta be asked to leave the stage by one of the security guards. 1

thought that would be the end of the story.

At the end of the song, however, Defao called Linda back to the front of the audience and

asked her ta offer sorne money for her 'mundele husband'. He toms ta me on the microphone

and asks me if 1will talce ber as my wife. For the sa.içe of the show, 1grin and nod ·yes' and

Defao, through the power invested in him as leader and founder of the Big Stars, declares us

mundele and wife. Theo he goes back to Linda: "C'mon Linda., now you have to pay." The

crowd is making a lot of noise; laughing, commenting, cajoling Linda to take sorne action. She

is young and does not seem the type to want for words, but this lime she is stuck. She tries to

convince Defao that she already gave some money lo the band but he says it was nol enough.

'·Maybe you need sorne advice frorn your husband - mundelel mundele!" Defao caJls me over,

"come and give your wife sorne advice." 1approach the microphone, not totally sure that 1

understood what was heing said. 1 pause and 1feel hundreds of people wailing to see what 1am

going to say. "Mwassi na ngai," the silence is broken. "Il faut to yokana bien."31 One of the

singers is doubled over with laughter and the rest of the musicians are chuckling in place. 1

continue: "Do you love me? Yes? Okay, good.. then listen. Did you already pay something?

How much?" The audience is so loud 1cao ooly see her mouth making the word 'beaucoup'.

"Wife, you've betnlyed, you were supposed ta pay in doUars!" 1 laugh together with the band

and the crowd (including Linda), and as 1step away from the microphone the next song begins.

30rt is very common for musiamJs to p&àfy uoruly clCIIlCDt8 of the ao\\'d throup tbis type of
accommodaIiOD. For eumple. members of the audicoœ wbo drink too mud1 and eitbcr w.t to daDœ 00 stage
or sin. wilb the sinprs will be invilCd 011 the sl8F. inttoduœd..will he given a short period of Cime 10 600
Ibeir tbing'. This strategy is Dot only entertaiDing for the 1.... public, but it 8180 tends ta disarm any
potcobal ttoublemakers.
316Wife of 1IliDe..Jt's important tbat we get alon. 'l'eU."
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This example shows how interaction between musicians and fans can he completely

spontaneous, but more predictable foons of interaction also accur in concert. While waiting

for musicians to change places or tune their instruments, Defao will often take the microphone

and jokingly appease the audience by talking about how lale he intends to stay: '40kay, the

music is gonna' keep coming. We're going to play until ... 6:00 in the morning ..." Short

pause.32 He looks back to sec if the musicians are ready. When he sees theyare still

fumbling with the guitars he continues 10 stall for lime on the microphone. "We're here until

1:00 in the moming and we're going to play ail your favorite songs [someone whispers

something in bis ear]. Okay, no problem whatsoever, we're going to keep going until 9:00

this morning ... [he toms again] ... you guys are a great audience, the music is gonna keep

coming...n
• On some occasions he will take requests from the audience. The songs requested

do not vary much from a set of three or four Defao hi~, but this strategy gives the impression

of accountability to fans and creates an atmosphere of audience participation which heightens

spectators' awareness of the perfonnance. There are also instances where audience members

will he invited to sing the words to one of his well-known songs or to play along with the

band as a guest musician (usually guitarist or ata/aku).

Near the end of one of our shows, due 10 a power outage, ail of the equipment and

lights in the area where we were playing went completely dead. Suddenly we feh the darkness

around us and the full pounding sound of our fifteen-piece electric band was reduced to its

naked humanness, the drummer and the ataIaku, the ooly two musicians that don 't need

electricity 10 play a seben. Despite this slight teehnical difficulty, they continue to play. The

atalaku is unsure at first but when he sees that the drummer bas no intention of stopping, he

puts his microphone back in the stand and continues shouting without il. He apprœches the

edge of the stage 10 get closer to the audience and stans to lead them in a Big Stars shout which

theyare sure to know: "Otoki te! Okozuwa mosolo te! Otoki te! Okozuwa mosolo te!"'33 A

32·Tozali kokoba. se tokoba. To kobeta b... six heures du maIÎD•••Vraimcnt to scpe1i bOp..•to kobcta liill
loogo'.
33üterally, nif you don't sweat. you doo't get paid."
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fitting shont given the atala/cu's commitment ta wor~ even in almast impossible cœditions.

The crowd answers back for each response section and then he gives them a chance la do il on

their own, "Otoki te! Okozuwa mosolo te!" They are each and all yelling al the top of thcir

hmgs, a1mast drowning out the drummer who is experiencing the closest he will ever come to

a drum solo. Unexpected occurrences such as this one are important to understanding why

African audiences are so attached ta live performance. From my notes:

Everybody was happy. Despite the rain, which was relatively beavy. we continued playing. Al [ml 1
didn 't think we would lut but then ail of the sudden 1 said: '1bis is wooderful. tOm with a Zairean
band playing rumba in the raiD. and the show was as hot as any 1h.ad seen:' What a great moment.
Kabosé would come over and provoke me inlo dancing. Chef Man would just sil there playing bis
solo, stoic Iike the night Ladi would smile. a1ways with a slight delay (you cao'1 smile in the middle
of a Zairean chard cbaoge). Defao turniDg 10 look at me with a glimmer in bis eye. 1 relt very happy
and very lucky (Apr. II t 1996).

The min that began 10 fall was a moment of intimacy sbared between musicians and

fans, and neither it nar the blackout were able to stop the show. As the show finaJly came 10

an end al around 5:00 am, the musicians husded off stage inta the mini-van waiting nearby and

the final few musicians off stage were accosted by fans who had been trying since midnight ta

get a picture with someone from the band: "M~ eza pana cane moka. Carte moka,

pardon!U34

Picrureta/dng and Spraying

For fans al this particular concert pieture1aking was rendered very difficult by the

elevated podium which is commonly used in larger, outdoor concert settings. Access to an

elevated podium is limited to a smaU set of stairs on either side, and this means that bouncers

and security guards are more effective al controlling crowd fiows onto the stage [figure 7.10].

It is much more common for concens to he held in small, open-air concert bars which have



•
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stages set back from the dance floor but ooly rarely or slighdy elevated. In this setting the

atmosphere is much more intimate: the crowd is smaller, the audience is physically doser to the

band, and there are fewer obstacles to entry on stage. Thus. when pictures are taken, they are

not talren of musicians, but with musicians. In most concert settings, fans will simply walk on

stage, stand next to the star or musician of their ehoice and bave their picture talœn together

with himlher in the Middle of a song or dance number.

As S(X)n as the lead singer arrives on stage he is usually bombarded with members

from the audience who want a picture ('une carte') with their favorite •star' . The tlow of

audience members is not continuous, but al particular moments (immediately after the star

arrives on stage and al the beginning of subsequent sangs) the stream of people wanting ta

pose with the star is unbrolœn and can easily last the eotire length of a song (up to 30

minutes). People approach the stage on an as-ready basis and tend te stagger themselves,

waiting al the edge of the stage until the previous fan bas finished. Neither does there seem to

he any particular type of person taking picwres; women seek pietures as weil as men, rich as

weil as poor. It does seem that women are more likely to taIœ pietures in groups of twa or

three and men usually take pictures aJone. Il is also more common to sec younger than aider

people, but this might he a function of the makeup of the concertgoing public, already

relatively young. In some concert situations, pieturetaking can get very unruly and security

guards either stop pictures all together or try to get people 10 form a single-file line on either

side of the dancefloor. When the ~avant·scène' is too crowded, SOlDe security guards will

stand near the musicians in front of the microphone slands and act as a tumstyle for one or two

people to come on stage al a time.35

Regardless of the Bumber of people wanting pictures~ the process itself is very

curnbersome on stages wbich are already too small. The fan arrives on stage, usually with a

very self-conscious stru~ places him or herself immediately nen ta the star he/sile wishes to

35scaarity a-ds and bouDœrs bave bcaI known ta fioat around the stage looking to mate money by cbqing
eager fms a priee (0 let a pid1lre with the sim' or to easure dIat the star sings the c..'s DaIlle.
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pose with. and proceeds ta try to look natural. Young men will often put on sunglasses or

adjust their clothes before the picture is snapped. aider more distinguished types will place an

arm around the star's shoulder or freeze a handshake in the style of heads of state during photo

opportunities. Women will stand close to the star, usuallyone on either side, with the star's

anns wrapped around their waists or shoulders. Pictures are taken by independent

photographers who move from concert to concert in searcb of people who want photo­

souvenirs of their evening; a kind of visual autographe For the priee of about $1.00 (U.S.),

the photographer will take a snapshot of you with the star, he will take down your name and

address, colleel a partial payment for bis services and deliver the picture ta your home in

person at which time you can pay the difference.36 Despite the fact that Most concerts have

two or three different freelanee photographers working simultaneously, piclureraking is a

complicated process. Photographers rarely have equipment which is reliable enough to take

pictures in rapid succession (flashes re-charge slowly, winders get stuck, etc.) and since they

have very few repeat customers, there is always sorne discussion once the customer is on stage

about who bas been commissioned to take the picture.

The musicians, especially the lead singer who is most often at the center of this

commotion, are amazingly tolemnt. Sometimes they stop what they are doing (singing or

dancing), and sometimes they continue, completely oblivious to the people around them.

Singers are more likely to stop what they are doing during the dance section of the song, since

the other singers present can continue to dance while the picture is being taken. Fans,

however, usually prefer 10 arrive on stage during the first part of the song. At this point, there

are usually fewer people on stage and the fan bas a better chance of getting a 'goOO' picture

(i.e. with the singer singing or a private shot of jusl the fan and the singer). This part of the

song is also easier for photographers since the dancefloor is Dot yet full. When asked how

they feel about this practice, Many musicians agree dlat it is iodeed a great nuisance and tends

36gome pbotographas win a1so take more staDda'd .c:ooœrt pbotœ' al œrtain CODCCl'tS,focusiDg primarily on
wdl-known siDgas or s..-s. sincc tbcsc photos am be soId laler as individual prinlS ta die genaal public.
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ta upset musicians' concentratio~ but they insist that il is important to the fans and thus should

not be discoumged (see end of ch. 5). Especially in touring situations, where fans rarely have

the chance ta interact with their favorite stars from the capital, musicians are noticeably lenient

Perhaps they see photographs as an important part of their ongoing efforts to maintain

popularity and a positive public image, or perbaps they view il as a manifestation of their

personal power (ch. 5). A free f10w of people on stage and unlimited, free photo opportunities

may aIso create an annosphere which encourages more members of the audience ta come on

stage and place money on or around the artist (spraying). Although people wanting pictures

and people offering money are generally not the same people, there is sorne overlap between

the two, especially given that spraying and picturetaking activities occupy roughly the same

time and space in mast concert perfonnance situations.

The practice of spraying is always i18 Most intense immediately after the star finally

arrives on stage. Spraying, as weil as picturetaking, occurs with varying levels of intensity

throughout the show, but is less common as the evening progresses.37 Given difficult

economic times, money offered to the musician on stage is oftcn a symbolic gesture of

appreciation. Larger single bills are preferred since they lend greater prestige, but it cao also he

effective 10 shower the musician with a large number of smaller bills, since Most will fall to

ground and remain invisible to mast spectators. Most fans will give an amount somewhere

between the equivalent of .75 cents and $1.00 (U.S.), about the equivalent of a bottle of beer.

Amounts cao he larger, but more significant sums of money are usually given 10 the musician in

private, either before the show or at the musician's home, as part of an ongoing patron-client

relationship (1 will discuss this in greater detait in ch. 8). Amounts cao he kept discrete by

simply p1acing the money in me musician's poeket, or directly in one of bis hands. More

conspicuous displays of money (especially those done in foreign currency such as U.S. dollars

or Belgian Francs) will he spread or slapped on the musician'8 SWealÎDg forehead. Musicians

37w81C1'1Dm (1990) disawes tbc pbeoomenoo of spraying for Joju musiciaos in Niacria. .-ping tbal spraying
is UDCVeD tbrougbout most perfOl'llllDœS .... 1bal sprayiag saves Ibree pri.ma'y purposes: repaymeot of dcbls,
teinfon:cmcnt of vmOU! types of rdalioas, aad the negotialioo of social st8tUS tbroup the public ctisplay of
weallh.
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that get sprayed by Many people al one time will often let all of their eamings drop ta the

ground and pick them up al the end of the song.38

During one perfonnance a young man dressed in nashy sunglasses and an oversized

American t-shirt began 10 make repeated trips 10 the microphone 10 lay money on Defao. Each

time he sprayed Defao with 5~OOO NZ (the equivalent al that time of about .50), which seemed

Hire a lot given the fact that this was only a practice, and tbat he bad already retumed to give

money several times. After bis 5,000 NZ notes ran OU~ he began giving 1,000 notes al which

point Defao approachOO the microphone and started ta tease, speaking ta no one in particular:

Okay, thank YOU, thank yOU. Thank you for your support. Please keep the money coming,

especially the red ones [the 5J)()() notes are rOO, 1,000 are green], the green ones are okay but

we really prefer the red ones. The young man immediately stands up and protests: But 1gave

12,500! The green ones were worth 12,5001 Defao backs off a bit from what he inlended as a

harmless joke: Okay, thank JOU, thanks friend. When the young man retums to give money

again, Defao stops the music and bas him come and introduce himself on the microphone. He

says bis name in a deep voice~ kind of bending over and bobbing as he repeals il People start

to laugh and when he retums a fourth and a fifth time, they laugb even harder. [t is not clear if

they know him and are laughing because they see mm intemcting with Defao or if (lilœ me)

they find something very exaggerated and narcissistic in the way he carries himself every lime

he repeats the action of laying money upon Defao. Général! 'Hitachi'! C'mon Général,

'Hitachi'! he yeUs out the name of bis favorite Defao song from bis seat al the front of the

crowd. Defao consults with bis lead guitarist, flashes one of bis charming underbite smiles in

the direction of the young man and says: Next song, okay?

Spraying comes in many shapes and sizes. Women will spray money on the forehead or

chest of their favorite singer in the band, a gesture which is sometimes taken as a come-on by

male singers. The danseuses also spmy their favorite singers or the junior bandleaders, but it is

3~oney dropped al the fcet of the lead singer will usually he picbd by bis pcnoaal atsistaDt or by the
stagebaods or enginccrs dOleSt ID the slage.
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rare 10 see other members of the band spray each other. Sometimes close friends or regular fans

of the band with sufficient rneans will spray sections of the band (for example the singers, the

guitarists, the ataIakus, ete.) or on special occasions the entire band. And obviously sorne

musicians will get generously sprayed by close friends that are visiting from poto (Europe) or

who happen ta be in the audience that night Singers are without a doubt the Most heavily­

sprayed among all the musicians.39 Much ta the pleasure of the non-singers in the band, 1used

10 joke that the problem with singers is that they stand between the rest of the band and the

audience. Musicians tell stories about singers, especially lead singers, who are capable of

making as much as $100 V.S. per night just from spraying, sorne all al one time. In addition to

singers, the lead guitarist, solo dancers (bath male and female), and atalaku are also regular

recipients of sprayed money.40

One of my own experiences with spraying culminaled in an on-stage freozy which left

me with my pockets full, but feeling a bit disoriented. It was a smalt concert bar show in a

remote neighborhood in Kinshasa. 1had aJready finished two sangs ooly playing the maracas,

sa that when my co..ata/aku passed me the microphone 1fell sufficiently wanned up. Before

long there was a steady tlow of people watking quickJy toward me, sorne from the side of the

stage, sorne from straight on, others coming out of nowhere. They were sticking their hands in

my pœkets, puning thiogs inside my sbirt, opening and closing my bands and rubbing pieces

of paper across my by DOW very sweaty brow. A young woman took the sweal towel that 1

always kept close byand wiped my forehead before slipping a small wad of bills in myalready

fully stuffed shirt pœket ft was a wonderful feeling to be at the receiving end of ail this

positive attention, but while it was happening, 1was IlOt quite sure how te react. ACter the

song was over some of the musicians were slapping their pockets and giving me the thumbs up

gesture for having made so much money. Judging from the nomber of requesl8 1 had for beer

39waacrman bas also dilCUSSCd the privücgcd posiliœ Ibat singas, cspeciaIly praisesingers. oœupy in popuI.
music styles in Yoroba speakiDg...ofNip:ria (1990: 157). On die diSlincliOll betwecn siDgers and
instrumclllalisI8 in popuI. mUlic in amend. sec (Fritb 1989).
40Acaxding ta WaIamaD'S aaXJUIIt d juju music iD Nigeria, sprayiog aŒOWlts Cor al (cast 50% of t.Id,S

eamïDgs on aD averap Dipt (1990: 185). Duriog ODe show 1w. giVCD a œuotafcit $100 biU. Sb1BIgcly
enougb 1CoUDd the bill in my pockct after the show, aumpled up togdbcr wim buocbcs ofZ8ireaD bills.
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and~ everyone in the band thought 1made a kiUing: C'nwn Monsieur Bob, 1saw you out

there, you 're rich! Chef Maneko assured me that it was my money and 1should do with it as 1

saw fit. 1fyou wanl 10 give some ofil to the other musicians~ he said, 1don't tmnk they would

turn il down, and on the nights 1made money this is usually what 1did. From my notes:

And why did those people give me money? ... People who come on stage in Zaïre to take a pieture
with Defao do wbat every Ameriam wants to do witb Midlad Jacksoa. but cao't, dley participate in
the phenomeoon ... lbere are certainly SOlDe who do il to show off that they bave money and taste,
but there are those (like lhat woman who sprayed me dancing) tbat do il bccause they're laken by the
moment, like 1 was taken the first lime 1saw Simaro (leader of die group Baoa O.K.] ... 1jusl wanted
to he a part of bis thoughts (May 8. (996).

Praising and 'Throwing'

Les Kinois aiment être chantés (M. Bomboro, Bralima Bœweries. Feb. 21. 1996)41

'Lancer quelqu'un' (Ii. 'ko bwaka' in Lingala), literally 'to throw' someone, is the

term most commonly used to describe what musicians do when they sing the names of people

either on recordings or in live performance.42 Any musician that bas access to the

microphone, meaning primarily singers and ara/aku, bas the opportunity to sing someone's

name. Names to he sung will usually he inserted in the spaces between Iines of verses or in

between verses and choruses. They are often shouted with a slight rising tone and sometimes

accented with tremolo al the end. Names cao he sung or shoute<L although in concert they are

usually shouted. Since sponsors themselves can take many forms (ch. 8), the names 'thrown'

in a concert perfonnance vary considerably: the promoter. a rich acquaintanee. a businessman,

a young man who just gal paid, a soldier, a political figure, a social club, a group of friends

and 50 011. It is also common for musicians to throw the names ofother mœicians and friends

41&PeopIe from Kinshasa love to he sung'.
42rhe French tam 'immortaliser' is also used. On pab'OIl-dient rdabOIIS betwecn musiciams.. vmoos làDds
of &spmon',cspecially iD recordiap..outside œperformmcc. sec CbaIJIcr EighL
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presen~ although this should be seen more as an expression of solidarity than as something

which is related ta sponsorship peT se. 43

While waiting for the show to start, the Big Stars were huddled ioto an an empty

schoolroom nearby the stage where wc would he playing tater that evening. Feeling a bit

cramped, 1decided ta go outside of the building to gel sorne fresh air. Ebolo, the chauffeur,

asked me to buy him something ta drink. After 1gave him sorne money, he said 1could sit io

bis seat in the van which was parked nearby the schoolroom. (climbed in the van, happy with

my new seat which was more comfortable titan the cinder black 1 had given up in the

schoolroom. Kabosé [one of Defao's co-singers) was in the JDSsenger's seat and my arrivai

woke him up from a very light sleep. ·'Monsieur Bob," he sai<L stretching bis arms and

squinting his eyes. "Kabosé," 1answered. This was the extent of most conversations

between band members. Kabosé turned to look out of his window to see three young men

approaching the van. Theyeach greeted him, uBoni massa?", and shook bis band. Theyeach

had on oversized cheap sunglasses and garrish combinations of oversized mix-matehed

garments that gave away what they were trying to coyer up. They wanted Kabosé ta 'throw

them', their names that is, they wanted him to sing their names on the microphone. 1 trierl not

to he too obvious, but 1could not believe what was going on in front of my eyes.

Kabosé remained very calm, which made me think that this kind of thing probably

happens ail the lime, and Kabosé was not even the lead or number two singer. One by one

they slipped a series of bills under bis band which was open with the palm facing downwards.

He would close his hand around the money, nod his head in a slight gesture of deference and

place the money in bis coat poeket before putting up his band for the next young sponsor.

After the ttansactioo wu complete, he tried to memorize each of their names. They gave

priority 10 their nicknames: "Moi c'est Dieudonné, dit 'Ninja Force'" or '''Jackson le Grand

43Musiciaos adliog out CIdl olhcn DIIIICS 01' Didmames is COIDIIlOIl in maoy Afriam musical styles (Balincr
1978: 126; W8rman 1990). In the ealy )'Cm of Congo-bircan music, shoots of peoples BmICS WeR aImost
exdusivdy DUKIe op ofodIcr musia.s. ln live pafonDml:C in Ibe 1990s, IGMI guitarists ad drummers an:
most ofa tbose who ba:œIc immorIaIized 011 tbc DlÏQopboae. Der." for eumple. .... the babil~aabDg
special shouts for œn.ain lead guitmllts: "BurkiuaF.ot [bis mac] F80 na FIIO-we!" As BaIiner suggests.
tbis pnK:ticebas as1imulalive cffect on mullÎci.- wbile tbey play.



346

Américain~,prénom Serge" or "Pompidou, seulement Pompidou". As Kabosé was trying ta

memorize tbese self-impœed layers of identity, he looked over at me and started to Jaugh,

realizing that 1 was following what was going on. With the tbree names down pat, Kabosé

reached out ta shake each of their bands and closed the transaction: "Bon, bapetits - abo ...

merci, anh?" And they for their part: UEn tout cas, ya Kabosé, biso tozali na yo. Vraiment to

sepeli na yo trop. vié."44 He reassured them that the show would he starting soon and they

were off, laughing and patting each ether on the back. Kabosé lets loose a big sigh and turns

to me, obviously wanting to explain:

"Oh Moosieur Bobt [He laughs nervously]. Vous savez que c'est comme ça la mWiique ici au Zaïre.
Les gens veulent qU'OIlles chante et 00 et obligé. Vraiment c'est une situalion très difficile,"
He bad a hint of embarrassment in bis voiœ and 1found it interesting that he was aware tbat
this und of thing may not happeD in other countries.

"C'est la crise," [ offer.
·'Ah oui,," he answers, still somewhat embarrassed but proud ta he CODversing in French.
"Us oot donné combien?" 1ask.
uPas beaucoup vraiment, mais qu'est..œ que je peux faire? C'est la seule façon que je peux faire un peu

d'argent" (Apr Il, 1996)45

At the saIne show, Defao is seated al a V,I.P. table away from the crowd under a

parasol which is proteeting mm from the light drizzle falling down around us. "Monsieur

Bob," he motions for me to joio mm. "Fondé,n 1answer. As 1 take a sea~ 1am immediately

presented with the ice-cold soda which 1 was cravingjust a few minutes before. 1ask Defao

where the drink came from. "From the producer" he answers matter-of-facdy. A young man

approaches Defao and whispers something discretely inta bis ear. "Bon, tokeyi. Monsieur

.w.Alright kids, 50••• thanks, eh'?' And they (or tbeir part: "Kabosé, you're our (avorite singer. We think
you're the bes~ man.'9 Tbc laID 'vic', short (or 'vieux' or oId mm is commoaly usai in addIasing SOIIlCOIIe

oIder" SOIIICOIle widl wbom che speaker is rdalivdy famm•. This lcI'ID is operaIive even in situations whcre
die penoo beïDg addressed is aetually very youag.
4S'Oh Monsieur Bobt [He laulbs nervously]. That's die way it worb bere. People wanl you to sing their
BEle and you bave ta do il. Il's DOt .-y." He bad a hint of embarrassmeot in bis voiœ aod 1found il
interatio, lbat he w. awm: tbat Ibis kiDd of thing may Dot bappm in ocber couottÎes.
•1:'hese -.: bard times,," 1offu.
·~'s for sure,'" he -.s'lien" still somewbal anbBrrasscd but proud to he COIIvcnÎDg in French.
uHow mudI did Ibey give you?" 1ask.
"Not that mudl, but wbat am 1supposcd to do? It's the œly way 1am malte a Iittle IDODC)'."
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Bob, let's go. We're going to eat." He positions bis sunglasses to where tbey will he lcast

likely to catch the rain and he stans off with a very deliberate strut toward the room where we

will he eating. As soon as 1finish downing my~ 1scurry 10 catch up with bim, bobbing

slighdy to imitate bis walk. We enter a building structure with a full table setting and plates full

of different kinds of food. Two members of the promoter's leaIll pull back our chairs for us

and invite us to sit down. As one of the band's ataJalal, 1was oot used ta this kiod of pre­

showactivity. For once 1was fortunate enough to see how the ·star' was treated by the

sponsor of the show and it was very different from the experience of the rest of the band. Even

the most senior musicians did not eat with Oefao. ·'11 yen a assez pour tout le monde," Defao

declares in a mocking decadent tone. ·'11 faut manger jusqu'a sa pleine ..." he stops chewing ta

think for a moment, "son plein." he corrects himself and then continues chewing.46

1asked him about the Pfoducers for the show and he explained to me that they took care

of everything. In most cases, the producer arrange for the locale, publicity for the show and

ticket sales. In addition ID V.I.P. freebies for three-five of the artist's personaJ guests, he gets

a pre-arranged sum of money (·cachet') which is independent of ticket sales; the risk of the

show is assumed by the producer (ch. 4). 1want to ask Defao why he works with so Many

different producers, but before 1cao get the question ou~ (wo membeB of the production team

approach us al the table 10 make sure everything is okay. After Defao assures them that

everyone bas had plenly to cal, the two assistants tum to me and band me a small piece of paper

with a list of names that l am expected ID sing once 1 take the microphone (figure 7.IIJ. 1was

raken aback al first and tried 10 explain that 1was very nervous because this was ID he my first

full appearance with the band. "1 don't tbink 1cau do thal You see this is my first reaI show

with the band and since l'm new 1really have 10 conœntrate on what l'm doing up there ..." Il

was one of those wonderfully rational Western explanations that wasn 't going anywhere. One

of the assistants looks at me with a blank stare and then looks al the paper apin; he was

obviously IlOt accustomed ta getting tbis kind of response to bis request

46'Thae's eaough Cm' evayoae,' Dcfao dedan:s in a modâng duadent toile. 'Eat as mudl. yoo liket •
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With all eyes on me, 1decide ID take the paper, looking al the names and thinking

maybe 1can choose a few. He cornes close te me and says in a soft, manipuJative tone,

"C'mon Monsieur Bob, you can do it". His colleague approaches and begins ta add syllables

to bis name: '6My narne is 6Master Dadi, His Excellency the Grand C.E.O.', it's not hard.

Then there's Diego, but you have to say 6Diego Diegoni, the Mega Shege From Oshwe'. And

then there's Serge..." 1cut him off, explaining that [ would only he able to taire a few names.

1promise them that 1will at least say their two names, in short fonn, and they both seem

satisfied. After they were gODe, 1 tumed to Defao and sai~ '6['ve never done this before." He

laughed a hearty laugh and in a 10uel congratulatory voice said, "Monsieur Bob!" He licked ms

fingers and dipped his bands in the bowl of warm, soapy water being held for mm beside his

seaI. 1aslœd mm if this happens ail the lime, and he said he usually gels so Many requests that

he ends up giving most of them to the ara/oku. Upon which he effortlessly pulls out another

list of names From the poeket of bis jacket and hands it ta me. "Is this for me?" 1ask

nervously, a lump forming in my throat. "You have 10 throw them," he says, not really

answering my question. "Merci," 1muttered. ft was ail 1could think to say.

At some point during the show 1clumsily pronounced the two names 1 had promised to

'throw'. No one on stage or in the audience seemed 10 notice, perhaps it was because 1was

doing it out of obligation, instead of as an expression of joy or as a result of an ongoing

relationship witb the people whom 1was praising. Dadi and Diego, however, sought me out

later in the show to thank me for acknowledging their presence, and judging from their

reactions, tbey were bath very pleased. By penetrating the musician's space--not only his

stage, but also bis pockets, and bis words-individuals engage in a process of identification

which gives the impression of participating in the musician's distinction. In a soci~cultura1

context such as this, where the act of individual distinction is anti-normative, individuals who

assert their identity in isolation of pre-existing social institutions and networks put themselves

al great rislc risk in telDl8 of their social reputatiOD, but also because gestures of individualism

are onen associated witb the practice of witehcraft and sorcery (Turner 1969; Bastian 1993).
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Acts of social distinction through the performance of popular music are not only socially

accessible (anyone cao be 'thrown' as long as they have sorne MOncy), but they are also

socially acceptable, since they are spoken (or sung) through the voice of someone else [figure

7.12].
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Part Tbree: On Being in Music
Cbapter Eight: The Micropolitics of Music

Micropolitics and the Ethnography of Power

A Band is a Hierarchy
Generales) Meetings
Hierarchy is Elastie

Splintering and the 'Chef' Complex
Why Groups Splinter
The 'CheP Complex

Singing the Sponsor
Good Chef, Bad Chef

While it is generally accepted that this is the most potent music to come from Africa it is
fair to say tbat the reputation of Zaire concerts and artists is not good. This has heen
principally caused by pOOT concert promotions and continued poor public relations and the
unreliability of many of those working in the business. if Zaire music and culture ;5 to he
taken seriously on a global level and in particular if contemporary Zaire music ;s to be
accepted internationally then it is time for aIl of us worlcing within the Zaire music
infrastructure to start presenfing a more positive image of the laire musician and his work.
1 wouId suggest that it is time for the Zaire musicians to curtail their criticisms of their
former bandleaders and rivais with their tales of greed and jealously and to get on with
proving their awn worth by concentrating on their music.

(Martin Sinnock 1fN7: 38)

Praper performance of African music requires the respect and elljoyment of the organization
of puwer.

(John Chernoff 1978: 167)

Et puis, cela ne saute-t-il pas llUX yeux: dans notre tradition africaine, il n'y a jamais deux
chefs, il y a parfois un héritier naturel du chef, mais quelqu'u" peut-il me dire qrlil a jamais
connu un uillage africain où il y eût deux chefs?

(Joseph-I.>ésid Mobutu 1971: 11)
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In the previous chapter 1discussed how strategies of identification in a live concert

setting give concertgoers the impression of participating in the performance of musicians'

particular fonn of distinction. The paradigmatic example of this interaction with the altist is the

pmctice of 'throwing' , in which musicians sing or shout the names of individual audience

members in exchange for sorne kind of compensation, usually money. The instances 1

described were for the most part spontaneous, as in the case of Diego and Dadi, or the young

men that aslœd to he 'thrown' by Kabosé. But what happens when these relations of

exchange are taken outside of the performative context and cultivated under different

conditions over a longer period of lime? Il is this question that will inform my reading of

'micropolites' in the context of popular music in Kinshasa.

In the Congo (or at least in Kinshasa), individuals attempt to improve their social status

by attaching themselves to people in relative positions of social prestige and political power.

Individuals on the receiving end of these advances, while theyare not likely 10 admit as much,

are aIso attaching themselves ID the identities of athers, since positions of privilege are

necessarily defined by their relationship ta subordinates. Thus positions of power are

expressed not as fixed coordinates, but as moments and manifestations of social practice. This

means that, depending on the situation, individuals cao find themselves in a position of relative

power or in a position of subordination. Musicians are a good example of this ambiguous

position, since they are the abject of adulation on the part of coundess fans, but they are also

dependent on the audience for various forms of patron-based support in order to maintain a

lifestyle consistent with their positions as public figures.

One of the interesting elements 10 emerge from the data in this chapter is the extreme

degree of formalism wbich characterizes inter-persona! relations amOllg musicians, and between.

musicians and outsiders. In some circumstanees, this formal quality takes on a quasi-ritual

status. But what does this fonnalism Mean? And what is its relationship (if any) to local

notions of power and prestige? In orcier to answer these questions, 1will look al the way that

power is wielded and negotiated in various oontexts, first within the band hieran;:hy itself, and



354

tben in between members of the band and certain kinds of patrons or ~sponsorsy. Examining

the mechanics of power in various fields of action will allow me to argue thal it is not the

presence of social differentiation per se lbat Congolese find problematict but rather the abuses

that often result from tbis differentiatioo. [do not want to argue that the music scene, or worse

yet a particular musical grouPy is a scale model or microcosm of social and political relations in

Congolesc society in general (though wi th sorne qualifications, 1 think this case could he

made). Rather, 1want to show that through popuJar music individuals (musicians and non­

musicians) activate certain kinds of power relationships which are consistent with local cultuml

notions of authority, but which aIso refiect attempts to assert new identities and forge new types

of social relatiooships.

After a brief discussion of sorne of the key theoretical issues pertaining ta the study of

micropolitics and power in everyday fonns of practice, 1will begin by describing the hierarchy

which orders social relations in a typical musical group. The bult of this coopter will look al

how an ethos of 'big man' leadership (what 1have referrcd to as the 'chef complex Y
) is

reinforced through certain formai mechanisms such a~ band meetingsy the veiling of

organizational hierarchy, and organimtional splintering within musical groups. Next 1will

examine how these relations of power are operationalized between musicians and non­

musicians of various typesy and the final section will attempt ta tease out some general ideas

about local notions of authority, and the meaning of the concept of 'cher as they are expressed

through 'modem' popular music.
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Mieropolltlcs and the Ethno....phy or Power

The polilies of popular culture is miaopoliûcs, for that is where it cao play the greater part. in Ihe
taetics of everyday life (Fiske 1989: 56).

The topic of 6micropolitics' is often hinted at without ever occupying a central place in

social scientific analysis.l Put somewhat crudely, 1 take 'micropolitics' to Mean the diffuse set

of political structures, institutions, and relations which operate between individuals or between

individuals and institutions, primarily those outside of the conventional units of macro-political

anaIysis (i.e. the Western nation-state and its variants).2 In trying to understand these issues,

my research has benefitted from the rich body of literature on indigenous notions of power and

authority in an African context.3 While 1am primarily concemed with leadership in a

contemporary urban context (i.e. popular music), the central argument of this chapter assumes

a certain coherence in political culture and poIitical practices throughout the Congo region. 1

have also drawn inspiration from the study of charismatic leadership (Weber 1947) and

personalistic rule (Ellis 1993), an area of scholarship which is especially important in

understanding political processes in Congo-Zaire since independence (Young and Turner

1985; Willame 1992).

l'Miaopolitics' is employed or implied in any numberof studies: those whidllook al lheindividual faced
with impersoual institutions oC various sorts (DeCerteau 1984; Foucault 1978; 1983), especially the slale
(MacOaffey 1991; Mbanbe 19(2), those concemed with rdalioos between social claw:s (Bourdieu 1984), the
reactioWi of peasanlS to various forms of authority (De Boeck 1996, 1998a; Scott 1985), the reactioo of
indigenous peoples 10 encroaching capitalist ecœomics (faussig 1980; Nash 1979), poIiticai differentiatioD
wilbin indigenous or tribal societies (GbJdanan 1949; Turner 19.57). and poIiticai relations between them
(Evans-Pritdwd 1940).
2Hecht and Simone (1994) define 'miaopolitics' as the set aflocal cultural/political respooses ta an absence of
'real' govemmeot. Miaopolitic:al activities, they argue, undamine the process of development, but also point
ta a unique African ability to survive in aod adapt to an increasiDgly g10balizing wood. 1fmd this defmition
interesting. especially in the case orthe Congo wbae smvival bas become a bigh art (MacGaffey 1991), but
probIcmatic because it tends to vicw the state as the primary determinant ofcultun: and cultma1 chaoge (cf.
Mbembe 1992: 23).
3Especially De Heusch (1972),. KopytoCf (1971. 1987). and Padœrd (1981). Sahlins (1985),. though DOt about
Afliat. is intemiting beœusc il -gues for a readiDg of kinphip in broadcr social and bistoriœl terms than tbosc
usually put forth in worb on the sttuetural aoaIysis of mytb. This bistorical or sociological anpbasis (one
which is evident early ou in much of the writing by Gludmum aDd the Manchester School). is one aspect 1have
fouod particulady helpful in more receot studies stdl as De Boeck (1994) BI a collectionof mides editai by
Arens & Karp (1989).
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Following Achille Mbembe's reœnt workon politics in post-colonial Africa, 1want to

argue that "to account for postcolonial relations is thus to pay attention to the workings of power

in its minute details, and to the principles of assemblage which gjve rise ta its efficacy" (Mbembe

1992a: 4). While my analysis of 6micropolitics' is focused on power relations at the inter­

personallevel (Le. musicians and their patrons), it must he acknowledged that micropolitics and

macropolitics are processes which intersect and internet in complex ways (Marcus & Fischer

1986). Bayart's (1993) work on power and the post-eolonial African state is important insofar

as the author attempts ta create a space for dialogue about the specificity of political action and

meaning in an African context (c.f. Kopytoff 1987). although bis anaJysis (like that of Mbembe)

is primarily concemed with relations of power between individual subjects and the state.4 For

the purposes of this chapter, 1am especially interested in Mbembe's notion of 'convivial

tension', which suggests that power is not monolithic or uni-directional. but fundamentally

dialectic in nature.

As 1discussed in Chapter One, Gmmsci is often credited with the elaboration of the

notion of power not as object, but as a dialectic of social relations. Gramsci's theory of

hegemony, wbich makes the crucial distinction between power and foree, would eventuaily

enable cultural anaIysis 10 move away from the dichotomy of 'domination' and 'resistanee'

implied in Most of the writing influenced by the Frankfurt School theorists (see Adorno and

Horkheimer 1993). Thus micropolitics in Gramscian terms (a 'moving equilibrium') is

interested not in the 'nder' or 'ruled' per se, but in the complex interaction wbich accurs

between the two.5 Michel Foucault, who is best-known for bis "emphasis on the body as the

place in which the Most minute and local social pracûces are tinted op with the large scale

organization of power" (Dreyfus and Rabinow: xxvi), is also remembered for bis detailed

4oeBoeck (1996) offen _ eapaiDg aualysis of the n:laIiooship bctweeo Mobutu's 0De-J&1Y 'audJadic' s"e
and vmous systems of 'custoll:B'y' IClMlmbip in laire's SOU1bcm provinces. His discussion ofDalioual (and
global) poIitics as dialedics is cspeàaUy relevant ta the c:ooœms or tbis dJapIer.

st am refariDg to Mbembe'5 discussion of 'ruler' and 'ndcd', whicb"teilS similmty with a GramsciaD
don ofdialedical power, dues DOt reCu direcdy ta Gnasci's WlÎtiDI 00 this subjed.
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attention to rituals of power (e.g. Foucault 1978).6 His work is an attempt to elaborate an

analytics of power (rather than a theory), arguing that power expresses itself diffusely through

social relatiœs and various kinds of ideologically informed discourse.7

In this chapter 1want to suggest a Iink between the study of micropolitics and

ethnographie discussions of power, looking not only at the social organi7ation of power, but

also how power is performed and challenged Fabian's Power and Performance (1990) is

especially relevant 10 tbis discussion since he examines the uses and meanings of power

among performing artists in a post-colonial African setting. His explorations ioto the theatrical

rendering of the Luba axiom "power is ealen whole" expose the connection between power

and eating in many African societies, and suggest a cultuml idiom in which power is conceived

of as whole and embodied in persons (1990: 25}.8 In this study he explains not only how

artists fix into place and subvert hierarchicaJ social formations, but he also looks al how theiT

decisions about content are influenced (and co-opted) by local and national political interests.9

Despite their differences in focus, each of these approaches challenges us to view

power as a set of social relations thal are grounded in bath history and culture (Karp 1989).

Combining the insights of Gramsci with the methodological apprœch of Fabian, 1will

describe various fields of action in which superiors and subordinates (musicians and

bandleaders, female musicians and male musicians, musicians and 'sponsors') are lied up in

social relations of power which are perceived as complementary or mutually beneficial as long

as those in positions of power are perceived as just and generous. What lhis analysis suggesls

6AccordiDg to Dreyfus aad Rabioow, FoucauICs 'miaopbysics of power' sccks to locale power in spaces_·both
physical and imagîned-wbidl he refas 10 .. 'disciplines': prisons, clinics, aaldemia. de (ibid: 110) .

7Cooper(l994) bas dIaOeaged FouawIfs DOIiOll of diffuse power by.-ping thal powcr in coIœial societies
in Africa was more coocenlraled iDsad""spatial tenDS. making il "anaiar' iDstad of "capill.-y". Power,
he~. is always '"iD nced of a pump ID push il from IDOIDCIIl to momeat aad pla:.: 10 place" (1994: 1533).

800 metaphors of~ngor coasumptÎoo in Africaa polilical disœune, sec also Mbembe (1992), Bay.
(1993), SduIIzberg (1993), Cohen &: OcIbiambo (1989) sad die WlÏtïDg oCv.-ious Afriam litaary figura.
espccially Wole Soyioka, Sooy Labou TaDSi aad Ayi Kwci AnDah.
9sauy Falk Moore's (1996) discussion or post-socialist T8ImIIIÎa is aoother eumple from which 1have drawn
SOlDe imporIaDl i<kas. espcdally bel' lIOÛœ of 'mïoi-fidds~ poIitiail &diœ' whidl togetbcr cuable ber lo
propose the exiSIcDœ of • 'ovcrardIiDg amui cobcn:aœ' in locallcvd poIilics. ID Ibis cbapIcr1bave also
made use ofAlJl&lurai's (1990) miaopolilical iDsiJbb OD Ibc rùlioaship bctweeo pnÎlC aod nobODS of self in
coaremporary lDdia md F'.tID8m's (l996a) study of mignmllabolas -.d isicathamiyo music in South Africa



is not an ethic of sociallevelling or egalitarianism~but a plea for superiors ta take action

with regards 10 unfulfilled social obligations and responsibilities.

A Band Is A Hierarchy

Given the large size of mast professional musical groups in Kinshasa (usually

between 15-25 members)~ sorne form of hierarchy within groups might not seem

surprising. IO Hierarchy in this setting is usually expressed through an idiom of seniority

which contlates age and size: UC'est un peti~ il connait rien" CHe's a kid~ he doesn't

knowanything'). The use of the tenn 'petit', remarkably condescending to a North

American ear, occurs with astounding frequency in discussions about the life history of

musicians and musical groups (see ch. 6). The term refers more often to age than to size,

• atthough size (meaning 'popularity' or 'professional renown') is aIso important given the

fact that hierarchies of success can operate independent of age or generational order.

Through the utterance of such a commonly heard phrase the speaker places himself wilhin

a group of 'vieux' ('eiders', but a1so experts, holders of knowledge~ finesse and

expertise), and opposes himself to the unrefined state of youth and inexperience.ll

But seniority is aise expressed through the metaphors of space and lime: "Bavon

c'est après. Lui il m'a trouvé ici" ('Bavon was later. When he started 1was already here').

[n other words, by virtue of the faet that the speaker was already present when the new artist
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10As l am primarily concerned with the working structure of the musical group. my focus in lhis
discussion will be on hierarcbies of a professional nature. [n this context~ professional bierarcbies are more
operational than those based on social c1ass or ethoicity. The role of gender in these bierarchies is more
comple~, an issue to wbich [ will retum laler in this chapter. Erlmann (1992) discusses many of the same
issues in bis work on lulu migrant workers in South Artica and Walerman (1990) bas examined band
!Jttuenue and hierardly amongjllju musicians in Nigeria.
Il:\.nolher common formula uses the name of one musician ta Rfer to a group of musiciaos or generation
(i.e. "Les Reddy'" whicb "fers ta a singer oamed •Reddy' and thase with whom he began playing music).
Statemenls wing Ibis form usually serve the purpose of localing individual band members within a
geocratiooal or pmfessiooal hierarchy.
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began or arrived ('He found me here'), the speaker can make special daims on knowledge or

seniority based on physical prior presence (c.r. Kopytoff 1987). This kind of pre-emptive

daim is very common in discussions about musical innovations, especially those related to

music teehnology. Different musicians claim credit for having introduced new instruments,

such as the electric guitar or jazz drum kit (see Tchebwa 1996), and the matter never seems

resolved: "e'etait moi le premier". Statements about "being the rrrst" to do something express

the speaJœr's priomess to younger generations (links with the past) but also his/her ability to

influence them (links with the future). In statements such as these, discourses of hierarchy use

lime, bath past and future, to legitimate or obscure relations of power.

But relations of power are not only expressed in language, they are also embedded in

the organizational structures wbich order the activities and movements of musical groups.

Most working groups in Kinshasa are formed around a charismatic leader/vinuoso, often a

lead singer whose band carries bis name: Koffi Olomide et Quartier Latin, Madilu et son

Multi-Système, Boli Boziana et Anti...Choc, Les Big Stars de General Oefao, Super Choc de

Shom Mbem~ Raja Kula et Station Japana, Gatho 8eevans, etc.12 This charismatic leader.

usually having sepanlted from a previous group to fonn bis own, surrounds himself with

younger less well·known musicians ("des petits") who are not lilœly to question his authority

and who are willing to work for very little money. His stalUs as a leader, as with ail leaders, is

contingent on the presence of a certain number of followers (in this case musicians), and the

longevity of the group is tied ta the leader's lifespan (Weber 1947).

The band with which 1conducted the majority of my research is a good example of

cbarismatic leadership. Defao himself is more thanjust the band's leader. he is the band's

founder, and Most members of the band address him as "Fondateur" or "Fondé" for shon. He

lives, cats, and sleeps apart from the rest of the band. He consults on a regular basis with the

l~ 2ft several importalt exceptiOO8: Weoge Musiœ BCBG. Nouvelle Image, and of course Zaiko Lmp
Langa. Tbcse groups aod mmy otbcrs are .sociated wim the lairem New Wave (sec dL 3), a movemeol
wbich saw tbc emcrgmœ ofa DCW styleof band 11I'UCt1R. ODC "'bich"'. orprizcd a'OUIId a group of
leader/fOUDdcrs iastead ofjusl ODe. Tbcre are a1so a Dlllllber ofbi....y promiomt '-da whase IGMIen ale

ra:opizabIe by the public desPte the faet tbat tbe t.Id doesn't cmy 1beir DmIICS. Sudl is Ille cac wim~
KaU6 (Empile Bakuba) milLunaaba Sill80 <B-OK.).
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senior members of the ban~ but rarely ttavels with them, and never socializes with them

outside of the work context These senior members, or balêles as he calls them ('heads'), are

not bis friends, theyare bis most loyal and skilled workers and Most importanÜy they serve as

a buffer between himself and the everyday problems of the rest of the band.13 His authority as

a leader, which is based not only on bis skiU as a gifted singer/dancer but also on his ability to

provide for bis musicians, is reinforced by the very careful distance he keeps between himself

and the almost 40 official members of his band [figures 8.1, 8.2].14

Nonetheless, the batêtes have considerable control over daily operations, especially the

administmtion of band practice, personnel decisions and disciplinary measures. Defao himself

usually showed up to concerts weil after the band had started playing, and he would often miss

practices ail together (ch. 7). This gives the batêtes quite a bit of artistic and administrative

responsibility and freedom. The most important of these junior leaders is the second lead

singer, the group's lead singer when Defao isn't there. Soon after Defao retumed from

Europe (following a large turnover in musicians), Montana was given the tille of 'President

d'Orchestre'. In a special inaugural ceremony, he was presented 10 the public and from then

on would simply he known as "Président" [figure 8.3J. As president, Montana was able to

make decisions regarding the choice of musicians (ch. 7), on·stage activity in Defao's absence

(the movement ofdanseuses, the length and order of sangs and dance sequences, choices with

regards to who will play al any given lime, and stan/end limes) and certain other high-Ievel

decisions. Special requests from musicians for money, medicalleave/expenses, or

explanations for disciplinary violations are considered by the president (usually in conjonction

with the 'chef d'orchestre'), unless theyare serious enough for the bandleader te intervene.

The president and the 'chef d'orchestre' were nonetbeless required to give Defao periodic

reports, especially in the case of any disciplinary actions faken.

13rbc batltu indudcd the baDd JRSÏdm~ tbe bllnd 1JBI8FI'9 the practice......., tbe bcaddoormmIbody~
and two of the frout liDc singers (lICe below).
14figures 8.1 md 8.2 ieplcscot one of the ne IIIOIIleDts off stage whco 1 saw DcfIM) baving fm with bis
musià_s. Tbese pidUreS wae _en in Ibe lobby of a luxury boCel wbile the IBId was œ tour in Lower
Zaire. Wbat rhe pid1Da do DOt show is tbat Defm was Ibc œly Olle ID bave a l'OOID tbeft.
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fig. 8.1 Th~ Bi~ St..lf'; ln the lobby llt D~fàU'-; luxury hotl·1

fig.8.2 "Fondé! Fondé!"



Mr, MUe, f1Jfme.-

•

•

f) n D li a t l" n

~ P~*SC
~.- .~. .. '..·.· ... _·.· ... ··..h_._··-·.._

A rocc3sion de la nomÎnr1tio.'1 de Mr MONTANA

KAMENGA Claude au poste de président d~ l'Orchestra

BIG - STAR du Général DEFAO, un concert est organisé

en son honneur ce dimanche 22/10195 de 17h. A OOh. sis

rue Monkoto no 201 zone de Ngir;· Ngiri vers BandaI.

Soyez les bienvenu•.

fig. 8.3 Invitation to an inauguration
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The 'chef d'orchestre' ('band manager'), in tbis case also the first lead guitarist.. acts

mostlyas an administrator.15 The dulies of the band manager include: maintaining an

inventory of the equipment, monitoring band members' progress and attendance, arranging

logistics for concert and touring engagements, distributing money eamed al the door during

band pmctice, and putting into writing any official decisions and correspondance made by the

band (disciplinary action, conttaets, tmvel arrangements, and so on). The band manager is by

far the busiest member of the band, and is free to make most decisions conceming

administrative issues. High-level decisions (sucb as suspensions or the choice of musicians

for important shows or tours) are made between the band manager and the band president,

a1though il seems that the band president bas the ability to veto most decisions. Ultimate veto

power lays with the bandleader, who for the Most part lets the junior leaders run the band as

they see fi~ but always reserves the right ta intervene.

Below the president and the manager is a third level of authority. The practice manager

Cchef de répétition'), who often decides song order and listens for musical mistakes during

pmctice, i8 in this case the first rhythm guitariste In addition 10 public practices (ch. 7), he is

also important in overseeing private band practices, which are usually devoted to the

composition songs or musical anangements. As rhythm guitarist, he is the musician most

keenly aware of the structural aspects of the music, especially song structure, the relative

volume of instruments, tuning and arrangements. The pmctice manager reports 10 the band

manager and sometimes makes decisions for the band manager in his absence. After the

practice manager cornes the dance manager ('cheftaine des danseuses), who reports directly to

the band president Since danœrs are usually female, tbis post is almost always occupied by a

woman.l6 She is usually one of the senior dancers, but is also chosen on the basis of her

reliability ("elle est sérieuse'') and low profile ("elle est calme"). The dance manager is

15Not ta he mafUlCd wim 1D8DIgCl'S in tbc North Americ:ao DlWJic iDdusbies who arc DOt manben of the baud
but act as COIDIIICR:ial aacolS or brokas for the 1:NDI.
16some baods bave specW dmcc 00Idles (lambio I.aDben. the well-known daoœmasler for the Viva La
Musica family) aad in seme caacs the anilnatftll' wi1I serve as a sort of daace supervisor (Djuna Mumbafu of
FmpiJe Bakuba).
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responsible for choreography and dance practice, only some of which happens outside of band

practice, and basically enacts the decisions made by the band president or bandleader with

regards to who will dance, when, and what they will wear. Dancers and musicians interact

freely, but dancers usually stay together in groups of two or three. Later in this chapter 1will

discuss how the danseuses are marginalized in predominandy male, male-run bands and how

they often become scapegœts in the resolution of conflicts between bandmembers.

A fourth layer of hierarchy exists at the level of the musician-members of the band. At

each musical post (lead guitar, drums, tenor voice, etc.) there are anywhere from two to four

qualitïed musicians whose skillievei or seniority dictates who will play and how often. The

most senior or most skilled musician has status as the ·titulaire' ('titled' or 'first-string')

musician and because of this status will have more time on stage than the other musicians in bis

category. For especially high-profile (and thus shorter) concert appearances such as t.v.

appearances, political rallies, wedding or funeral ceremonies, the ·titulaire' will play the entire

engagement The 'titulaire', however, despite his Privileged status, does IlOt himself decide

when he will play. It is rather the president or the bandleader that will decide who will play for

any given engagement. The back-up musicians for any given pœt, usually referred to as

'doublures' Cdoubles' or 'second-string'), are completely at the mercy of decisions made by

bigher ups and feel extnl pressure when they are called upon 10 play, since they ooly have

limitai opportunities to practice in a full performance situation. They must remain on stand-by al

ail limes, and they usually stay close to the 'titulaire' in order to gain bis respect and leam from

bis experience.

The rest of the group is made up of non-artÏsts. The sound engineer ('ingénieur de

sm') usually bas two assistants and in most cases repons directly to the band manager, but in

bis absence <:an also take orders from the practice manager. The sound team is responsible for

moving, settiDg up and opcrating ail sound equipment (sound board, amplifiers, microphones,

speakers, cabling, etc.). As the ooly bandmembers witb any knowledge about operating often

unreliable equipment. they are present al alllive engagements and most (if not ail) band
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meetings. They are sometimes assisted by two doormen, whose main responsibility is ta

control crowd nows, not only during shows, but a1so during practice. As full-fledged

members of the band, they are paid small regular salaries and their transport is aise

provided, although before and after shows theyare required to travel with the equipment

The senior doorman, in this case a former soldier in the Zairean army (FAZ), often acts as

a personaJ bodyguard to the Defao, and in sorne circumstances is consulted as a member of

the balêtes. Apart from the bodyguard, the only non-aftists that mingle with the senior

members are the band doctor (actually more of a nurse), and the band driver who bath

enjoy a privileged position close ta senior bandmembers during concens and tours. Sorne

bandleaders will aIso have a public relations specialist ('attaché de presse'), who facilitate

relations with members of the press or a personal assistant ('secrétaire personnel'), who

aise enjoys close contact with the upper end of the band hierarchy.17

What tbis brief description of the band structure illustrates is the extent to which

hiernrchyand discipline order the activities of musicians and musical groups [figure 8.41.18

[)efao's stage name ('Le Général') and the common use of the Lingala term 'soda' (soldier)

to describe musicians suggest an organizational metaphor based on the military, but the band

structure is also described in terms of a sports organization. 'Titulaires' (first-string)

dominate show lime white 'doublures' (second-string) wait for a chance to play. The

singers, occup)ing the front part of the stage, are referred ta as the 'attaque-chant'

('offense') and the instrumenlalists, situated behind the singers, are called 'la défense'.

Despite the apparent similarities ta other forms of social organization, however, the previous

chapters in this part of the thesis attest ta the fact that the structure of a mcxlem dance band is

a unique forro unto itself. Later in this chapter, 1will use everyday examples of sociaJ

interaction 10 show how bandmembe~ tug at the structures of power but how these

structures nonetheless maintain a certain elasticity.

1711 is orten not clear whether these special members are given a plaœ of privilege because of their
technical siriUs or because they are close persooal frieods of the musiciaos.
IScompare this with Turner's discussiOll of motorcyle and youth gangs in the LTnited Stales, which.
despite a relalively small Alumber of members, displayed a very highly str1JdUred social bierarchy.
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GeneraJ( 's) Meetings

Despite the fact that the batêtes have considerable control over artistic and

administrative matters, Many decisions remain clearly within the control of the bmdleader.

Decisions of this type tend to be long-term or StIategic in nature. Defao, for example,

maintained a busy working schedule for the band by booking concens in low-profile events

and densely populated, low...income neighborhoods (Kinshasa's quaniers populaires). The

Big Stars often played at local bars in Bumbu, Masi~ Ndjili and other neighborhoods with

high percentages of Wlemployed young men (ch. 7). When 1asked Defao why he tended ta

favor certain neighborhoods in scheduling concerts, he answered that it was not necessarily a

matter of choice. Because of the lack of producers, he explained. he was forced to play where

demand was the greatest. To produce shows with bis own money wouJd be too expensive and

too risky. FinanciaJ matters are for the Most part decided by the bandleader. [n Defao's case,

instead of buying a house or an expensive car, as most well-known musicians do, he decided

to invest his MOncy into a band vehicle, a red Hiace minivan ('combi'), which could transport

both band equipment and musicians whenever the band played.19

Decisions regarding band size and the number of musicians in training ultimately lay

with the bandleader. Most bandleaders judge it necessary to keep a large number of musicians

on caU in case of sickness, absence or suspension. But lœeping two ta three active musicians

per post is a constant reminder 10 the 'titulaire' tbat he must he careful to lœep bis position, and

to the 'doublures' that they have a long way to go before heing able ta playon a regular basis.

Second and third string musicians, as full members of the band. are expected 10 he present al

ail limes. Since they piek up band-specifie songs and techniques as they go along, the need

19Kom Olamide, probably tbe most popuIar musicùm in Coogo-lairc, owns a "ge private home in
MaCamplllle, ODe of Kinsbasa's mast posh nc:ighborhoods, aod in 1995 bought a luxury VI2 Mercedes which
i.nspired the bde orbis 1996 album "V12". His handmc:mben bowevcr bave DO rqular traosportaIÏOIl and he
bimse1f bas becn known to gas mooey from œrtain 'sponsors.. The le.len ofWeoge Musica B.CB.G. almost
aU OWD l.wge bouses in bigh-raat districts .. bave pcrsooalluxury cars, but still rcnl the equipmcnt with
whida Ibey play concats on a rqular basis.
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for special training lime is almost eliminated. In arder to even he acœpted as a second or third

string musician1 il is necessary 10 leam some part of the Big Stars repenoire in advance

(usually five to ten songs initially). With regards [0 auditioning and selecting musicians for

certain key posts (especially singers and lead guitarists)., the bandleader plays a more important

role. From my notes:

At the last meeting, Defao ooticed that one of the singers we bad just auditiooed was sitting in the
back of the room.

"What are you doing bere?" Defao asked in a stroog tone.
"Sarry, Chef. 1 lhought 1 was in the group."
uNo," he said, "you haven't even presentcd YOlD' cmIentiais yet. When you cao siug six or seven

songs perfectly you come and see me. You'rejusl sitting there listening 10 everything we
say. This is a privale meeting you know." He gelS up and the bodyguard motions him to
leave wilh a gesture of very fragile authorily. As the embarrassed singer passes by the
general. the genera1 repeaIS wbal he bad said. half smiling:

"If you Imow seveo or eigbt songs to the note then you oome sec me ... before you Imow aine sangs
don'1come to sec me, do you hear me" And come lookiDg mec, good and yellow'" [a
referenœ to the rect'UÏI's dark complexico) (Nov 17. 19(5).20

Under certain exceptional circumscances, the bandleader will intervene to fine tune

technical aspects of the music. During one practicc (actually after the ptaetice had finished and

the band meeting had begun)., Defao called up his first and second singers to the microphone to

'fix' (li. 'ka bongisa') one part of a particular song. This type of correction would always he

done with a scolding tone, and was most likely intended 10 embanass the musician since it

occurred in the presence of the entire band. The day that lbis reprimand occurred with Defao's

first and second singers il became very c1ear tbat 00 one was free from being reprimanded. On

another occasion, Defao ordered the new drummer to sil behind bis set wbere he was

instrueted to play seveml variations of the dance rhythm he used during the fast pan of each

song. "Trop de fantaisies," Defao said ("too many frillsj. After identifying the rhythm he

20AImost ail baDd-n:laled lD8ItCn iR discussed inLiopl..allboup • 1bave dilQlS!Cd eadier, linpla in
Kinshaca (mel musiciJalS' liDpIa is DO cxœplioo) is heavily spiced with words bonowed from~ Eqlisb.
and Kikoogo.
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was looking for~ Defao instrueted the drummer tD play that rhythm and lhat rhythm on/y for

the dance sections (seben) of the entire Big Stars repertoire.21

Most reprimands will happeo during band meetings, which occur in varying lengths

immediately following bmd practice. After practice, there is usually a short period of milling

around and cooling down (15-45 minutes). Then when either the junior leaders or the

bandleader see fit they cali all the musicians back iota the practice room. If the bandleader

intends to attend., the junior leaders will cali the meeting to order first and the bandleader will

enter after everyone is seated and quiet As he enters, usually with sorne degree of ceremony~

members of the band stand up, and after he has taken his seal~ bandmembers cao once again sît

down. Meetings usually last from one to three hours and cover a varlety of topics. Most

meeting lime is taken up with assessments of individual perfonnance either during practice or

during concerts. From my notes:

The meeûng was unbearable taday. Two hours of reprimanding and housemaners: LaW oui of tune.
If il conbnues, ooe-monlh suspension. Sali out of tune. ü il continues, one·mootb suspeDsioo.
Theo, don'tjust babble ail the tîme. Sedjo il" you can't sing the shoot, leave it for someooe else.
Matou, tres bon. Maoeko, get the dancm in order. redo "Pitié Mon Amour". its too messy. Bob [the
bass playerl. play tes with some guts, vary your lines more, and sa forth and sa on (Apr Il, 1996).

Every time a musician is called on~ he/she will stand up and remove any head gear. It is very

rare for musicians to respond to criticisms from the bandleaders. They are supposed to listen,

express a certain amount of humility and fix their mistakes ('bongisa mabe'). 1t is not

uncommon for the bandleader to use humor la humiliate or embarrass members of the band.

The audience is captive: Mamie, Defao addresses bis favorite dancer. Stand up. You 've been

dancing very weil but everyone in the band is dying to know why ,ou hal/en't slept at home

for the past three nights. Laughter erupts in the room. She gives a coy response and Defao

goes on to Serge, who came lo practice wearing American-style wbitewater rafting sandals.

2111Je c:orredioo of musialllS in Ibis way would almost DCvcr bappeo outside of a priV8Ic band meeting. On a
few oa:asiœs during prad:îcc, a 90111 poœiy cxeeuted would be s..... ovcraCter disade WilliDCtils wcrema
CO the musiam(s) al faDIt. MusiaEl making mistaka during aJŒGts would USUIIly he repriftU"'ded in
between soap wim bacb ta che audicocc, or duriDg the sœl if the mis. was considered saious CIIOUP (out
of tune guitar, rhythm too fast. de.).



370

What are you wearing on yourfeet? What? Shoes?! Those aren'1 shoes, tlwse are

beachwear. 1don', care ifthey make you look American, don't wear them again.

After ail individual feedback bas been given. and before moving on to administrative

matters, the leader of the meeting usually asks if anyone in the room has any questions or

concerns. This pan of the meeting, usually near the end, can sometimes seem the longest,

because it is the only chance that musicians have 10 bring up comments about band policy,

intra-band conflict, or musical aspects wben they have the full attention of the bandleader and

the other members of the band. Questions range from clarification on scheduling to comments

on equipment, 10 special requests for Medicine or sick leave. Most concems are taken

seriously and everyone who wishes 10 speak is given an opportunity. Afterwards there are

announcements of upcoming schedules, and for certain shows particular line-ups must be

announced (for example a wedding which does not require the full band). Then there must be

lime allowed ta distribute transport money and sometimes salaries. At the end of every

meeting the band president claps his bands together twice 10 signal the meeting's end. In the

following section, 1will explain in detai! a series of events that threatened the hierarchallogic

in the band, but that were tumed to the leaders' advantage in order to maintain a sense of

stabilityand arder.

Hierarchy is Elastic

One day while 1was sitting talking with Maneko in his yard, Kabosé approaches

Maneko and says: Usten, 1was talking with Fondé [Defao] and he said 'l'm asldng YOU ail

to leave Serge behind. Leave mm behinQ. His voice was very detennined and he had an

out-of...breath look 011 bis face, just having been entrusted with transrnitting this very

important infonnation. Serge was one of the finit-string singers that sing next 10 Oefao.

First, and almast a1ways positioned next to Defao, was bis number two man Montana. Next
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was Bleu, who though not very active in band poUties was a respected member because he

was the ooly musician who had been to Europe with Oefao. He had also cootributed severa!

songs to the band's repertoire, an important distinction in itself. After Bleu was Kabosé, a

young, eager and very disciplined singer that seemed to enjoy considemble favor from Defao

for his focused vocal energy and strong stage presence. Last was Serge, probably the most

'showboat' of the foUf, known mostly for bis acrobatie skills as a dancer and sometimes

outrageous ouûits and hairdos.

Apparently Serge undennined band prOlocol by bringing an auditioning singer

direetly to Defao instead of first going to the other senior members of the band (Montana and

Maneko). AIl of the junior leaders agreed that this was unacceptable. Kabosé was

especially insistent that tbis transgression should not be tolerated. After a short consultation

among themselves and a short visil from Defao ta confirm what he bad said to Kabosé, il

was decided that Serge would not he allowed ta tnlvel on the next tour, a two-week trip to

2ambia Not ooly was the severity of the punishment striking (touring is a true privilege for

the status and acœss te new social and financial networks that it offers), but also interesting

was the fact that Defao had requested that a relatively high-Ievel decision of this nature he

taken by someone other than himself. Eventually [ came te realizc tbat this was a common

strategy for other bandleaders as weil.

Upon return from the zambia tour, there were rumors that Defao had suspended sorne

musicians for a period of two weeks due to what he called ·'l'indiscipline''. Apparendy one of

the dancers was sleeping with a producer, and this 100 ta a series of public brawls between

seveml bandmembers. ACter the suspensions were made, Defao refused ta discuss the matter

any further and band practice was temporarily suspended. When he finally decided to discuss

what had happened, he called a special meeting with the junior bandleaders. His primary

concem seemed te he tbat the band was geUing too large:
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"We necd ta clcan up the band. Ifs so big it's startiog to look like a born-agaio church," he said.
This prompts Maneko ta speak:

"Fondé;' he begins. "1 have been with you for a long time. 1have been with you since niDeteen
cighty..." he tries 10 calcu1ate the exact year.

"Eighty three." Defao is starting to get imparient.
'7IJat's right, 1983. Ever since 1983 1bave been with you and since then it seems like things have

changed. When 1say things bave cbanged 1 meao that ... welL:- he's waffling.
"If you want to play," Defao cuts in, utheo we just srart playiug. You guys go and make a list and

when lhe list is flDÎsbed tbm we start practice. AlI you bave to do is choose the musicians
tbat you want to keep and get rid of the rest."

"1 don't DOW. excuse me Foodé:' starts the bodyguard, "if you ask my opinion. 1 don't Imow, to me
il just seans lite... if you have 10 cut certain people ... there are some people thal.... Defao
cuts in again:

"fine, sa give me anod1er idea." 1bejunior leaders all bave a blank stare on their face. Montana's
usuaI stem expression becomes nervous and cbildlike as he tries in a last ditch effort te
explain wbat the others werm't able to.

"Fondé, excuse me, onIy you know what is hest for the group, but some musicians bave been with
you for a long ti.me." They ail agreed that it was important 10 get rid of sOlDe dead weight,
but al the same lime it was difficult to exclude certain senior bandmembers. SOlDe of wbicb
bad bc:en involved in the confliet By this rime Defao bad become very frustrated with the
timid stance of bis junior leaders.

"Look:' he said. "you have 10 change something in what you're saying. You say this is my band, but
it's DOl my band, it's our band. 1 can't fix things by myself. we have to fix things together.
Il'S DOt my band.',22

And with that he got up and started to leave the room, leaving everyone speechless. The

musicians stood up and started out of the room as if by moving they could somehow shake it

off. What hadjust happened was unbelievable. Everyone knew it was his band. He fonned the

band. He brought it to Europe. He was the star. From my point of view, he was either trying

to give the impression that bis band was organized in democmtic fashion, or he was afnlid to

take the responsibility of downsizing a band which everyone realized was getting much too large

to manage. The way Defao explained it ta me is that ·~I choose the junior leaders, the rest is their

responsibility." The junior leaders, however, seemed truly uncomfonable with their

responsibility. They ail knew that Defao had certain people in mind, and lItey knew who those

people were; it seemed tbat they had no choice but to eliminate them from the band. After the

meeting, Maneko had a worried look on bis face, and it was DOt because of the malaria attaek he

feU coming on. He began ta express bis frustration with what they had been asked to do. "How

22W*"""" (1990: 160) gives~cs ofhow t.Jd c:aptaÎJU in Nipaattanpt toportray tbeirrdalions with
musicims as cplitari.: "l'm a lcada". DOt a boss. A boss aJIIII!I8IIM. 1don't COIIIIIUDf' aod 'We'Je aU
musici_".
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cao we make a decision like tbisT'. Apparently they had aIready been threatened by one of the

dancer's brothers (a soldier) who was upset because he heard rnmors bis little sister was going

to be kicked out of the band.

At the band meeting the next day the air was very heavy. lt had been aImast two weeks

since the band had prncticed and 00 one was quite sure what to expect The musicians were

called ioto the practice room, and MOIl~ taking over in Defao's absence, was curling a piece

of piper in bis hand as he began 10 speak. He began by talking about whal happened in

2ambia. saying tbat music requires a certain amount of discipline. Not just on stage, but ail the

lime: You have to have 'maîtrise' (self-control), and 100 many people in the band have lost their

1maîtrise'. Those ofyou who are having problems wilh your post. go andfix it, he said, and

when you have your 'maîtrise', then come back, bUI first you need your 'maîtrise'. Without

addressing them directly, he was speakiog to the people who were about to be cul He handed

the curled paper to the bodyguard who uncurled il and began to read it out loud: Montana,

Maneko, Kabosé, Bleu, Charles, Didier. Sedjo. Theo, Monica, ... and 50 on until the list was

finished. After a few moments of silence, he curis up the paper. Trying to look tough through

a cold sweat he says: Ifyour name is not on the list, the meeting ;S over. Those whose names

had been anoounced smiled nervously and loolœd around, the others quicldy look their

belongings and began to leave the room, sorne scurrying, sorne sauntering defiantly.

One by one each of the musicians that had made the eut were called up te see bis/her

new monthly salary, presumably more money than before, for Most probably somewbere

around 500,000 NZ or about $20. This salary was obviously not very much, but most

musicians saw tbeir position in the band as a source of wealth, not ooly for the prestige

associated with being in successful group, but also for the possibility of one clay being

recognized as a famous musician apart from the group.23 As a part of bis concluding words,

Montana gave advice 10 the remaining members thal they should not let titis go 10 their heads.

23zaire's rai GDP pel' œpira iD 1992 w. $380 U.S, placing il al 127 of 140 œuntrics œ the United Nalion's
Human Devc1opma1llDdex (UNDP 1993).
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They still had to prove themselves worthy and capable, especially since sorne of the remaining

musicians were second-string, and thus had just been promoted. Then he began ta reprimand

the danseuses for heing the foot cause of the indiscipline. Their presence only causes

problems ('batiaka desordre'), he said, not addressing them directly. First they have their Little

conjlicls between Ihemselves and Ihen be/ore you know il's affected the whole band. They

will have to he very careful if they want to hold on 10 their jobs. The three remaining dancers

heId their heads down. One of them was fighting back a smile and reœived an elbow jab from

her neighbor.

After the meeting~ the senior members had different perspectives on the situation.

Kabosé was afraid he was going to be attacked by angry family members of the people who

were eut. Montana was convinced this was sorne kind of strategy on the part of Defao, a way

to scare people ioto shaping up. He relt sure that eventually mast of the musicians would he

allowed to retum. Maneko still seemed unresolved on the issue. 1t's very difficult. We tried

everything 10 change ms mind. This certainly was nol the tirst lime that Defao had enforced

disciplinary measures. In faet, he was gaining a reputation for giving excessive suspensions

to members of the band.24 This lime" however, il was different; people were not being

suspended, they were being eut None of the memhers excluded from the group were

prohibited from approaching Defao for a chance to retum to the ban~ but ta he successful they

would have to appeal through Many intennediaries on many occasions, and would have to find

sorne way ta prove their commitment 10 Oefao.25

And so il seemed that Defao had somehow imposed bis will witbout ever asserting bis

power (see discussion above on Gramsci). Whereas al first 1 saw bis position as a wayof

24Altbough suspensions happen iD mœt bauds on a regular basis. there is some effort to bide thcir oa:urrencc.
Suspensîoos Ihat turD inm dismissals invariably bccome important local news items. A<:œrdiDI to Roitelet
and Roger Izeidi the practice of suspensions was also OOIDIIIOD in the 19505 uoder the supervision of Kabase1e
in Africao. Jazz (persooal communication. May 12. 1996).
25(t is 00IDIIl0Il pmdiœ for suspendcd musiciaos lo mate a request tbrougb the baud lII8IJ8ICI' that hislher
suspension he liftcd('faire un recours' or ldemandcr larântélDdioo'). odIawisc the suspeasiOll will"t
indefmite1y. If the initial requcst is rd'WJed. the suspeadcd musician will usuaIly try to adivate oIbcr social
networks (friends of die bllldleadcr,~t personaI frieods or f..uIy membas. etc.) ta mate a case for
themselves. Musiaans who aB exdudcd {rom tbe band a1togetber bave to 10 tbrougb the smIC ,teps. but cbcir
reintegraboo proa:ss is longer Dl mud1111llœ difficult to secufe.
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trying ta seem more fair or democratic, the more l thought about it, the more this explanation

seemed unsatisfactory. Clearly, the band had gotten out of band It was too large to transpon,

to feed and to organize, but most of ail it was too large to trust FrOOl bis point of view,

musicians were out of control (maîtrise) and they were disrespecting bis authority by <.4using

public disorder. Something had to he done, but drastic cuts made by Defao himself would

malee him look cruel, so instead he gave this responsibility ta ms junior leaders. White he tried

ta give the impression that they were free to cboose, in fact their choices were very limited.

By forcing the senior members to take action, he was able ta downplay bis awn raie in the

decisian ta 'clean up the band'.

[ would argue, however, tbat Defao's strategy in this situation was not only about

displacing blame, it was also about œsting the loyalty af bis musicians. Several days after the

cuts were made, Defao appeared at practice to discuss the IlJmors he had begun ta hear that

many people were unhappy with the recent changes.

'1bis band," he said, lOis lite a business. We are not friends or brorhen, we are musiciaDS in a band.
And in a band,juat lite in a business, work is work. Montana is Dol my frieod. Maneko is DOt my
friend. That's just the way it is. [understand therc are SOlDe people who are not very bappy with the
changes that have been made, 50 1wanled ta hear ",bat you aU have to say on this mata. One by one.
Do you thiok the band should stay like it is or do you lhiDk wc sbould bring back the people who were
cut'? Thal is the questiOll 1waat to ask you today."

The musicians began ta wriggle in their seats a bit. Everyone most likely had their

own thoughts on the subject, but 10 express them like this, in front of Defao, made them very

uncomfortable. Defao began going around the circle:

'·Mooica? Stay Iike it is or briog tbem badt1' She doan't rapond. Sile is loolting al the ground.
"Didier? Stay Iike il is or briDl tbem back7' Didier is ODe of the DCWcst members in the bmd. He

looks like he wou't he able ta aDSwa, tbca he says:
"1 tbink the 1&Id is betaer the way il is.n Defao scems happy, he Ica 011 ta die Bext pmon.
''fheo? Like it is or brio. ahem '*k1' Theo is obviously oavous. He is playin, \Vith bis bat.
WI dao 't tbink everyoœ shouId come back.just c:crt.ain people."
'"Just certain people?!" Defao's toIIC rises. uYou w:e? Do you sec bow hypoaitical rhae people are?!

Sedjo. wbat do you say?" He says the same lbÎDI as Tbco. uLook al Ibis!" Dcfao cœlÙlues.
''Why m: you people afraid ta say wbat you raIly tbink? Who do you dJiok you're goiJII ta
dIeud1'
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The answers that followed were even less elaborated than those that came before.

Defao continues going around the circle, but bis point has already been made. Those that think

like him are sincerey and those that do not are hypocritical, and thus not to he trusted. By

forcing each member of the band ta state his/ber positiony Defao was able to publicly flush out

those members of the band that valued their friendship with excluded bandmembers more than

his authority. These members, along with those that had been cuty were a threat to bis

authority since their loyalty obviously layelsewhere. In the endy however, Defao's rule was

not cruel. Once bis point was madeylife in the band continued as usual, and eventually the

vast majority of the musicians that were eut found their way back to the band. Perhaps this

was ail an exercise in reinforcing bis authority.

1t is interesting how loyalty tests such as the ones discussed above tend ta reinforee

relations of power and structures of hierarchy. Given the opportunityy most people in

organizational hierarchies will exercise power that is passed their way, although not in the

same way or for the same reasODS. Certain individuals will exercise the power with a cenain

sense of satisfaction, as they begin to visuaiize themselves one day occupying positions of

power (as in the case of Serge's suspension). Others, less ambitious and perhaps less securey

will simply follow orders for fear of losing their current place in the social-professional ordery

even if it means sacrificing other social ties. Hierarchies maintain a certain elasticity, since

superiors place the semblance of power in the hands of subordinates who pull the hierarchy

back into place, some because they enjoy the feeling of power, and some to proteet their means

of Iivelihood. Not only does this extension of power serve the leader by helping him

distinguish between the loyal and the non-loyal, but it aise gives the general impression of a

diffuse, always present authority which is mast effective al curbing dissent (Foucault 1978).26

26uDder Mobutu, power w. diffused in die fonn ofpropaganda groups sucll as the CVR (Corps du volontai'~$
tU la Rlpubliqlle) aod the Dciahbodlood w8Idldog 'aJIDi!â' wbidl w<Red togeda doscly ID nlly suppoIt al a
grass-moIS levd for the oaIy official J*tY. die MP.R. and ils 'Guide.'
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Spllnterlng and the 'Chef' Complex

L'évolution de la musique zaïroise, au fur et à mesure de sa modernisation, aura été marquée par une
constante: la dislocation des ensembles musicaux. Phénomène social très caractéristique à la musique
zaïroise. Il s'opère souvent par scissiparité (Tchebwa 1996: 173).27

When the pressure on this elasticity is too great~ or when the hierarchy is no longer

elastic~ then the organizational structure breaks down and splintering occurs. Splintering is

what happens when one or more members of a band decide 10 leave the leader of the band~ and

strike out to form a band of theiT own. There are many terms (mostJy French) used Iocally to

describe the phenomenon of splintering; 'scission~ ~ 'dislocation', and 'déstabilisation ~ are the

most commoo. Slatistically speaking~ splintering accounts for ooly a small percentage of the

bands created in Kinshasa every year. In real terms, however~ a large percentage of

Kinshasa's most well-known bands have either resulted from or been victims of splintering.28

Sorne bands~ sucb as the early rumba orchestras (O.K. Jazz and African Jazz) and laler groups

formed since the New Wave period (Zaiko Langa Langa, Wenge Musica B.C.B.G., Super

Choc ete.) were borD of themselves, drawing influences from many sources but launching

their efforts independendy of other more well-established groups. The trend of splintering is

explainable in part by the faet thal musicians usually prefer 10 depend on the reputation of

already established musicians in order to make names for themselves (see ch. 10 on

'anchoring'). But il is also troe that the authoritative grip that older~ more well-established

musicians maintain on the music scene makes it exceedingly difficult for musicians to succeed

as independent groupings (see ch. 4).

27'Tbe evolutiOll of Zaircan music, tbroughout ilS modemization. bas becn charactaized by one amsrant: the
disloadioo of musical poups. [Dislocation is) a social pbenomcoon cbaracterislic oC ZaiRan music, wbich
usuaIlyoperales by way or fission.n The Pdit Ul'Ou.u~1IIlUtri (1995) deïmes ·!lCÏssiparité'.: 1. ~Icm by
wbich UDiœ11u1.. orpoisms leqtbco and divide into IWo idmliad œil! tbaI am tbal separale. 2. MeaDs of
asexual muitiplicaûOll by wbicb eatIIÎ1l multi-œllular 8Dimals...scpnIC in IWo or more JWU. ad! ODe capable
of generaùng the pans Ibal tbey are misSÏDl" (laoussc 1995: 922).
28fbe most imporWll CXa:pliOll being Empile Bakuba. wbich in lm cdclJralcd ilS 2Sth mnivm.y, ..
amarina milestooe pvm the looaevity of IDOSt daoœ bBnds. aad oae wlUth eatily makes tbis group the most
stable music:al orpaizaliOll in the history of CoDgo-Zaircan popul.- music.
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While the use of the tenn 'scissiparité' ('fissiœ') suggests more resemblance between

the original and the offshoot than is usually the case, Tchebwa's description above captures the

fragility of Congo-Zaïrean band structure and confinns the impression of even the casual

observer that bands seems to splinter as effortlessly as single-celled microscopie organisms.29

Musicians leave their leaders for any of a variety of reasons (money, problems with wornen,

arlistic differences, ete.), but in many cases these reasons are screens for the fact tbat the

musician feels he bas leamed enough and that he is good enough (Le. he bas enough fans) to

merit a group of bis own}O Thus it is possible to talk about a kind of fission in which

elements of the organism separate ta fonn distinct independent organisms, while still retaining

something of the original, usually sorne part of the group's name (Tchebwa 1996: 175, see

below). The opposite process, however, that of fusion, rarely occurs. If musicians attempt ta

re-join a band they have left, they invariably do sa on an individual basis and not as a unit

They are usually put on probation before being able to take back their nonnal full-time

position, as in the case of Defao's musicians discussed above.

Tchebwa has offered a number of reasons for the phenomenon of splintering, among

them: the desire for individual recognition as a star, the absence of fair and transJDfCot

financial management., the need for artistic renewal, and the deliberate destabilization of groups

by older musicians who feel threatened by up and coming stars (1996: 173-175).31 These

various factors seem present in Most accounts of splintering, but are difficult to separate out

since they tend to occur together and overlap. Below 1will give three examples of splintering

that retlect three types of change in the structure of a musical group.

29t>abaps iD a similar vcio, Bayan (1993) bas suggeslcd the use of -rhizome' inste8d of -root' Man ordering
principle fOl'uodentaDding re1a1iœs of power. In Ibis modeI, lite tbat of popuIar music, change results
primarily from struclUral facliooalism.
3OMusici8118 leave _ individuals or in 1.....Dmnben to form 0Iber groups. lDformai obsavatioo suggests a
pallaD of either iodividuals or of a 1.-geI' group of 3-4 œp.tiol musicÎaos. (am tbiDk of DO example in wbich
IWO mUSÎcÎaos lert a group lOpIhcr to fonn a group of Ibàr own.
31Tcbebwa refera ta a sort of eawtd during the 19709 wbich was made up of the Ii-IS of the music business al
that Ume (Fraaœ. Tabu Ley aod Vcrckys) and whim litaally 'broke' eenaiD op aod comiDg groups tbal did DOt
submit to tbcir symbolic aad poIiliad ..Ibority in the music: iDdustry. Imaestiogly caough, he docs DOt refer
to problans 8880CÎaICd wilb male·fcmalc rdatioos, aD issue 10 whic:b 1will Rl1UD 1aIcr.
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Zaiko Langa Langa, the flagship groUp of the Zairean New Wave in the 1970sy bas

undergone enough splintering to he considered a true clan. Originally formed in 1969y ZaikoYs

first line-up remainOO stable only UDtil 1974 when its first offshoot (Isifi Lokole) separated

with a substantial number of ils singcrs and musicians. Five years laler (1979) a similar

process occurredy but tbis time the splinter group held on to part of the original group's namey

calling itself Grand zaiko Wawa. Two years later (1981) another large departure of musicians

(1Ogether with a series of musicians from the 1974 separation) fonned one of the Kinshasa's

mast prolific splinter groups ever, Langa Langa Stars otherwise known as Les Sept Patrons

('The Seven Bosses'). At this point the original group (Zaiko Langa Langa) was still in tact

despite the numerous changes in personnel and structure. Each splintering led the original

group 10 recroit new musicians and personalities, and by the mid-l980s, Zaiko was again large

enough to merlt another full-scale 'dislocation. y This is where the cunent case begins.

A valued friend and informant, J.P. Busé, was one of the musicians recruited by Zaiko

Langa Langa during the early 1980s in an effort to compete with various rival splinter groups

that challenged zaiko's dominance during this period. According to Busé~ he was selected by

the leaders of Zaiko in arder 10 gtadually replace Likinga.. a singer who was very important in

the eariy years of zaiko, but who had become Icss reliable as a regular bandmember. When

Busé approached the bandleaders 10 propose a song for an upcomiDg albmn, he was refused

on the grounds that he was not yet an 'official' member of the group. This response came as a

great surprise 10 him since he had already been singing and touring with the band for quite

sorne time. He says that titis incident 100 him to pursue a solo career:

1saved op aU the mooey 1œuld, never spcuding il OB an and dodJa Iike most mosiciES did, and
whal the album wu rmisbal, 1look a pieture of me and Nyoka takm during a Zaiko concert and1put
il on the cover of dlc album with the bdc ·lP. Buse" Popolipo [the guilarist] oCZüo' (A1J8WI1
25,1997).
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Busé's tone in telling this story suggests a certain sense of satisfaction with having used

Zaiko's name and image 10 bis own advantage. Within a matter of months, J.P. decided to

leave the band and use bis savings to start a band of his own abroad.

What followed was a series of events which 100 to the musicians' discovery that the

leaders ofzaiko were hiding information from them with regards to money that was being

earned (primarily through copyrights), and the fact that the band had been registered as a

private enterprise under the name of one of the band's leaders. When the musicians in zaiko

tried to caU a general meeting to clarify matters, the bmdleaders refused, fearing tbat their

mismanagement was in the process of being 'démasqué'(Busé's words, ibid). After

numerous failed attempts to get the leaders to speak, Many musicians stopped attending

practices and performances in protest ln response, the leaders cal1ed a generai meeting and ail

members not present were publicly fired ('revoqué') from the group. This, as Busé explains,

meant war ("c'était la guerre"). With help from various sources of financial support, sevetal

members of the band (110 Pablo, I..engi Leng~ Bimi Ombale, and Mazaza) rounded up a

significant number of dissatisfied Zaiko musicians and left the group to form a group of their

own, Zaiko Langa Langa Familia Dei.32 Busé put off his plans to fonn his own group in

order to join Familia Dei, but eventually also became discouraged with the tack of transparency

which characterized management in the splinter group. During a Familia Dei tour 10 Canada in

the early 19905, he left the group and decided to stay in Montréal ID pursue further studies and

a solo career in music.33

Général Defao is himself a distant member of the Zaiko clan. He was first discovered

by Mwanaku Felix, the wizard guitarist and co-founder of Zaiko Laup Langa who splintered

from Zaiko to fonn Gmnd zaiko Wawa in 1979. Defao remained with Manwaku until 1~

when he decided te JOÎn forces with the newly formed Choc Stars, a splinter of Langa Langa

3200 Pablo. ODC of the driviq forces bcbiud thU !pIinter group, expIaiacd to me lbal the suifa Familia Dei
was dloscn 50 as to craie an image wbich \Vas ~aae froID Ibc origiDallaiko. wbida was Imown for bcing
involvcd in~"y.pracùœs. cspcQalIy tbc use of 'fclish'.
3Jausé bas siDœ produced several albums ... al50 bas plaos 10 begin producing otbcr musici.s. From
Mœlreat wbae wc~ 1bave ba:n able to follow bis carecr very dOllCly and Ibis eœcact bas eublcd me to
dcvelop a \Vider DdWork cl auoàaliœ! with CoqoIeae liviDg in various cilies in Cœada aad the V.S.
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Stars~ which was itself a splinter of Zaiko. Ben Nyamabo, co-founder and eventualleader of

Choc Stars, explained that Langa Langa Stars basically had two 'cliques' within it, a division

that was caused by opposing views about the role of Verckys (see ch. 6), a well-known

producer/musician who was involved with the group in sorne capacity as producer (Ben

Nyamabo, May 21, 19(6). After leaving the group and later retuming from abroad, Nyamabo

joined with the anti-Verckys clique and together they formed the group Choc Stars.34 After

sorne years as member of Choc Stars~ Defao moved to maire a group of bis own and this

group \Vas called The Big Stars. According to Nyamabo~ Defao left not only because he

wanted to he 'chef' but also because like Many other musicians, "they always think we're

!aking their money" (ibid). Nyamabo claims that he leamed of Defao's departure one day

while listening 10 the news on the radio.

The final example [ will give cornes from a group which although in operation for

many years, did not begin te enjoy widespread success until 1994-95, with the release of a

demo tape and a shoot-dance whicb look Kinshasa by storm and is still relatively popular.

Super Choc de Shora Mbemba (no relation to Choc Stars) is a group that went through various

periods of recruitment until a fully developed line-op of musicians allowed it to become

recognized locaJly as an imPOl1alll 'orchestre de jeunes'. In 1995 the group featured a well­

accomplished lead guitarist, about six relatively well-known singers and an atalaku who was

personally responsible for an important number of shouts that were circulating around

Kinshasa al that lime (see ch. 7). Suecess did IlOt come easy, but once il began, the band's

leader Shora Mbemba staned 10 feel that things were moving too quickly. In the same year,

with the help of Shora's brother Lofombo (bass player for Pépé Kallé's Empire Bakuba), they

released their first CO, and in the next year (1996) they released their second full..length album

which immediaœly began to selI like 'comme des petits pains' ('like hoteakes') in Kinshasa

and abroad.

34Again WC !Ce a group retaining some IB1 of Ihc original uame ("sr-s') for use with ils oew formatioo.
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In mid-l996 the band was offered a contract ta tour Europe with their primary

producer acting as an intermediary for the tour promoter who would manage the tour itself.

Shora was very excited, since touring abroad is the last step in being acknowledged as an

·orchestre confirmé' Ca successful group'). He became reluctant.. however, upon leaming that

the promoter in Europe had a reputation for operating tours on a shoestring budget and for

neglecting musicians after they arrived.35 Already weIl ioto negotiations with bis producer in

Kinshasa, Shora called into question the terms of the contract and his producer became

nervous that Shora was preparing to back out. Although it is not clear whose idea il was,

sorne of the senior members of Shora's group together with Shora's Kinshasa producer joioed

together in an altempt 10 salvage the contract by fonning a different group. Suddenly Shora

was faced with situation which would seem insurmountable given the number of musicians

that had left The dissenting musicians made a series of rather unconvincing claims about

management practices in the original group,36 Shora blamed bis producer for planting the idea

in his musicians' heads and eventually the promoter cancelled the tour all together, because he

was not sure that audiences would pay for shows if Shora was not present Bath bands

attempted to resume a reguJar concert schedule after the separation, although the new group

seemed to have somewhat greater difficulty finding engagements. Shora, someone who

already had extensive experience in activating the social networks required to run a band,

refonned bis group in a matter of days, and soon after was playing on a regular basis with a

completely new line-up of musicians.

The groups 1have discussed above are ail groups from the New Wave period or later.

This is Dot to suggest that splintering did not occur before that lime. Thus 1 have chosen the

above examples not ta characterize a period or single out particular groups, but to highlight

certain aspects of band relations and ID suggest the presence of an internai dynamic in the

35rour pomotcrs are JCDCIBÜy cxpected to provide musiciaus widl food, lodging, u.sportariœ aod somc sort
ofbuffer betwccn tbcmseIvcs md abc geacral public (sa: ch. 4).
36My own pcnooaI experienœ with die group sugesaed Ibat DIODe)' matters wcre always hmdIcd in
coIlabŒatiœ between Sbora aud several of the groups mOI' mcmbcrs..always in die. preseoce of the cona:rt
promotcr in arder ta avoid ..y l.er aemsarioœ of the DlÎ8ID8II8gCIDCD1 of fUDds.
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Congolese music industry which encoumges a tendency toward splintering. In each case, the

structure of the splinter determines to sorne extent the structure or the new groups that result

from il zaiko bas evolved over the years into difrerent series of two rival groups, a1though

the various splinter groups have proved less successful in the long term. Defao's splinter

group constituted in effect a ione-man show,' which he bas managed with varying degrees of

success but which seems to be in a steady upward swing. Super Choc represents a

particularly interesting case given that the group's founder was able to re-fonn bis group

almost from scratch after having been victim to the departure of a large number of musicians.37

Why Groups Splinter

The single most common reason given for splintering is sorne sort of confliet over the

management (or mismanagement) of funds.38 Musicians who are dissatisfied with their leader

will say, .ihe doesn't pay weil" or uhe doesn't do anything for us" or uwe've got nolbing!"

And they cannot help but observe the high level of comfort and malerial goods enjoyed by their

leader. uHe's gol tons of money, but we never see a cent." Waterman explains a similar

phenomenon among juju musicians in Nigeria:

You cao imagine SOlDe of bis boys. they didn't bave house, tbey have no accommodaIion, SOlDe of
them sleep in the vehide, and he doem't care. If somebody in bis posilioo-I mean, by the money he
bas laken to boy bis VoIvo, righl? He wu riding VoIvo, two Volbwageo Beedes, aod tbat big
civiliao bus, aod tbat other dünfo [van], aU al bis disposai. 1meao. what does he need all those Cive
cars for? He should bave spent lhat money ta sec tbat bis boys are properIy setded in one place (Kola
Oyesiku iD WaIamaD 1990: 163).

37In the appeodix, 1have iDdudcd a DCWspIpCI' dipping whim discusses the IBOSt œœnt aod most UDexpcdcd
'disloc:aboo' lo oam in a number of ycars, the «:88e ofWeqe Musica B.c.B.G iD die SprïDg of 1998 (appendix
U). Wilh this new divisioo, tlII:re.e oow four diffeR:Dt 'ailes' ('wiDp') ofWeaae in Kiasbasa
38wataDUm shows tbat die dislributioo of lDOIIeY is a common foalS for gossip aad ra:riminalioo. md the
most frcqucDt cause of group break ups IDOOgjuju JI'OUPS in NiPa. His informai obIavalioassugest tbat
1IKR tban 50% ofbaod eamings~ kcpt by the bmd œptain for bis own purposes (1990~ 159).
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Defao explains bis relationship with bis then bandleader, Ben Nyamabo:

"En ce qui me conœme,je vous fais savoir que je ne pourrai jamais laisser le 'nzoozing' aussi
longtemps que Ben ne me payera sur le champ mes droits d'auleUr. Mais si je continue à les loucher

--~- . l' ., n (Kin d 17) 39par Ucu.a;&.n;, vive e 11ZOI1ZUlg . gunza n..: .

In Many cases, the bandleader puts the band charter as weil as any original compositions of the

band in his name, making himself in effect the sole beneficiary of the musicians' creative

efforts. Because of bandleaders' secrecy with regards to such questions, it is difficult for

musicians to know if their incomes represent a fair percentage of the band's total eamings.

Stories of splintering constantly refer to the lack of trust in social-organizational relations, but

more research is necessary to examine how these elements can jeopardize long-term

professional relationships and encourage a œndency toward splintering.40 But musicians also

keep secrets from bandleaders.

When bandmembers hire out their services to other musicians or other bands, il must

he done discreetly sa as not to cause tension between the musician and his colleagues or

bandleader. This activity is known in LingaJa as zonz;ng (roughly equivalent to the English

'moonlighting. '), a tenn that usually refers ta short-tenn contraetual agreements made between

already professional musicians, most often but not a1ways for studio recording sessiœs. The

opportunity 10 do zonzing is highly sought after, not only for the money, but aiso for the

prestige associated with being solicited as an individual performer. Listening to the way that

musicians talk about zonzing, 1often had the impression tbat there is a special vaiue associated

with tbis kind of work. Zonzing is prestigious because the best musicians are solicited tbis

way, and il is also viewed as a type of 'ruse' (de Certeau 1984) or 'coup' (MacOaffey 1991;

39"As far _ l'm coocemed, J shouId let you bow that as lODI_ Ben docsn't pey me my copyrights ail al oaœ
1 will Bever seop doinl 'zonzinl' (mooaligbIiBg). If1cœlinue to Id tbcm in smalI amouots, loog live "le

z
m

1Î
n
.'."40vcry litde social science researdl bas hem clone on the tbaDe of trust, ODe which secms pmiculmy

appropriale for undaslmŒDg soâal rdalioos in an Afriam c:ontcxt For OIIC such anempt sec Hart 1988.
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White 1998b) which enables the musician to work around the often oppressive power

structures put iota place by a band hierarchy.41

Popolipo, the famous guitarist-arranger of Koffi Olomide's Quartier Latin, recorded

with Koffi on his early albums under a pseudonym CPolo') in arder to avoid problems with

the leaders of Zaiko Langa Lang~ the band he was playing with at the time.42 Well-knowo

instrumeotalists are often solicited (Lofombo and Boeing 737 from Empire Bakuba, Lokassa

ya Mbongo, Ngouma Lokito and Daly Kimoko of Soukouss Stars), though because they are

instrumenlalists they are better able 10 hide their identity than well-known vocalists (Dindo

Yogo, Sam Mangwan~ Papa Wemba). One musician explained to me tbat the only way he

could make a living was by doing zonzing, but he said that if bis bandleader found out, he

would probably he suspended or fired from the band. In sorne cases zonzing is an effort ta

seeure an additional source of incorne, but it cao also he an anempt on the part of the musician

to forge new working relationships so that one day he might stan a band of ms own.

As hinted in the discussion of hierarchy and elasticity (above), contlicts between

women and men (and the resulting contlicts between men) are also often at the root of inter­

band contlicl Most women in the music industry participate as dancers, and despite this

subordinate position in the band hierarehy, in sorne situations they are given special

treatment.43 This May take the fonn of preferred seating on buses and trains or ·more suitable'

accommodations (i.e. cleaner or doser to site of performance). But lbis preferential treatmenl

is often based on the woman's ability to ·charm' those that provide for her: either members of

the promotion team, senior bandmembers or the bandleader himself.44 One band manager

~lSee the story of J.P. Buse and laiko I...m1ga Langa discussed above.
~2Eventually Popolipo left Zaiko 10 join Quartier Latin as a permanent member. ACter more tban len
years witb the group. Popolipo recently decided to rejoin Zaiko Langa Langa

..BI have not discussed the role of wornen as musiciaos in any detail primarily because their importance in
the music industry seems to bave declined over lime (see ch. 6). lbis question is ob'-iously an interesting
one in and of itself. but limitOO access to data in this area 100 me to coocentrate more on women as danccrs
~ch. 7) and as spectators (ch. 9).

4As l suggested in Chapter Seven. female dancers are an important part of most bands' strategy to altraet
as many coocertgoers as possible. Weil aware thal those most often wim money are men. bandleaders try
to oUldo each other wim regards to the sensuality or outrageousness of their dance show. Imowing that men
(especially young men) an: more likdy to spend their money where there are women involved. The Big
Stars. which usually had six to eight dansellSi!S is a good example.
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whom 1ioterviewed stated very clearly that any woman who wants to dance with their band

has to 'pass through him first' '1 meaning she bas to provide sexual favors in order to get the

job. He explained that most new dancers were required to ~pass through' not ooly him, but

aIso seveml other junior bandleaders, each threatening ber with expulsion and public

embarrassment if she did not cornply. Stories about conflicts between famous musicians over

dancers abound in the popular press and in public rumors. One young dancer became weil..

known as the "objet de la discorde" (abject of disagreement) between two famous musicians

(Mayor 1996: 49) and it was suggested that ber untimely death was the result of their rivatry,

perhaps by way of witehcraft.45

Because incidences such as these are relatively comman, bandleaders often WarD

musicians against getting involved with dancers (perhaps to proteet their own daims on

wornen's sex:uality?).46 Musicians themselves often say, "Ah no! Dancers are dangerous" or

"Wateh out for AlOS!", an expression that musicians say to each other in ajoking tone when

dancers walk by or leave the room. Not ooly are dancers perceived as being 'Ioose' or ~easy'

(Makobo 1996: 17), making them prime candidates as carriers of STDs" but they are a1so

blamed for being al the origin of Most contlicts between members of the band. Bandleaders

daim that "female dancers ooly cause trouble." They rarely explain exacdy what dancers do"

but imply tbat their capricious nature and licentious behavior creates a generaJ atmosphere of

'indiscipline' that is very bard to control with a large group of young, sexually active males.

The fight that broke out between musicians in the Big Stars (see above) was somehow related

to the fact that the dancers were sleeping with non·bandmembers while the band was on tOUf.

One of the leader's assessments of the situation bighlighted the dancers' role: Il's a mess.

Everything's a mess and it's aIL because o/the dancers. The dmrcers have 10 understand that

4SJ bave argued e1sewhae that relatioos between poIitici_ md music:i1llS _ also mediaaed through womm
(White (997). In Kinshasa tbere is a series of stories about poIitid_ taking the girlfrieods and MVes of
famous musiciaos 8IId vice vasa. These staries, 1would .-pe, are IlOt oaIy about male dcsire for womm. bul
a1so about male desiJe for power. siDœ sucœss with WOlDCll is COIIIIDOIlly associated with male virility.
46rbis waming, however, may be llOtIIiq JIl(ft Iban a daim to laMIers' cœlrol over female Jeluality. One
group found • iDDOvalive solution ta Ibis problem by potting iDlo dfcet aD officiallNDl pllicy tbal ralrietl
b80dmcmbers from datiDa or bavîDI sexual n:laliœs with the SEC womco. '1f1likc ber aod me docsn't like
me, Ibm tbe other musici-. am't go aCter ber" (Lokassa ya Mbooao. J.-. 17. 1998).
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they are nol musicians, they are dancers, and ifthey don 't slart 10 act like il, they'LI have 10

look for work somewhere eise.

As these comments suggest, intra-group relations between men and women are ordered

by several hierarchical oppositions which operate simultaneously: seniority over inexperience,

musician over dancer, male over female. It it is expected by bandmembers oreven by people

outside of the band that musicians and dancers he involved in romantic or sexual relations.

Because of the low social status often accorded dancers, however, musicians keep relations

they have with them very discreet, preferring to he seen in public with non-bandmember

companions. The bandleader, band president and sometimes frantline singers will bring

girlfriends (not wives) with them to certain concert engagements. On tour, when musicians

are away from their home community, il is very common for musicians 10 seek out local

wornen during their stay. And there seems to he a preference arnong many musicians for

women who are securely established or independently wealthy. One senior musician tald me a

story about a woman he fell in love with while on tour in Zambia:

Wow! Sbe is 50 beautiful tbat woman! 1swear Monsieur Bob, you 've oeVel' scen a woman like rhis
befon:. [tb.ink [ love ber. Sbe bœ a huge car. Sile coma and piOO me up and takcs me aoywbere 1
wanl to go. A woman with ... with real class. lois of money and she ooly speaks English. Dot a
ward of French. [wrote a song for ber. bull oeed you lO translate some parts of it iute Englisb for
me so she cao understand wbat ['m sayiDg. Wbat do you think? (Mar 27. 19(6)

When 1asked mm what bis wife wouId say if she found ou~ he explained that the wife of a

musician has 10 be very understanding. "That's the way musicians are," he explained,

implying that interacting with women is part of the musician's profession: "I1's something site

has to respect ACter ail, l 'm an artist." While wives of musicians would almœt never he seen

al concerts, in the case of Defao, the wives of bis singers and bis own sisters helped him

before certain perfonnanœs, especially in the preparatioo of food and clotbes.

Thus SOlDe women provide for mens' domestic needs, and different women provide

for their sexual needs (Schoepf and Engundu 1991; L. White 1990). The sbarp distinctiœ
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made between different categories of women means that wornen are either 80ught after or

brosbed aside, either glorified or villified, either 'good girls' or 'œd girls' (Bell 1987).47 In

Chapters Nine and Ten 1will discuss this dynamic in greater detail, but here 1have attempted

to show sorne of the ways in which wornen, especially those involved in the world of music,

find themselves al the mercy of maie desire and contests for power. In this setting, male­

female relations must be understood in the context of various socially accepted (though highly

debated) forms of polygyny, especially the Congolese practice of taking on 'official'

mistresses, referred 10 ironically as 'deuxième bureaux'. The issues discussed in this section

are not new in Congolese society (see ch. 2), and they highlight the extent to which female

sexuality can he an expression of personal power vis-à-vis men (see ch. 7) as weil as an

instnlment of male domination.

The (Chef Camp/ex

Splintering as a general aspect of African social organization is oflen invoked in the

early social anthropologicalliterature on political organi7ation in Iineage-based societies

(Evans-Pritchard 1940; Turner 1957). Lienhardt, writing on social structure in Dinka society,

explains the conception of segmentation based on group size: ~It became 50 big, so il

separated" (1958: 116).48 While Sahlins (1961) argued that the idea of segmentary lineages

should be used to describe ooly particular lineage-based societies (especially the Tiv and the

Nuer), Kopytoff bas put forth an argument which suggests poIitical segmentation as an

important part of a pan-African set of cultural principles (1987: 15). In bis edited volume of

47The way IDCII ralk about WOIDCIl rdlCdS Ibis sq&'8Iioo of mies: 'Mmla ya bma' (mother of the childn:n),
'dIâie' (sweetlle.t). 'femme' (wife Œ cœaabiDc), 'dcuxiàDe bwau' (mistras), 'ncbn'" (postÎlUIe)." the
list gues 011. As 1disœss in Chapccr N'me, womco a1so bave categories for IIICU.

48cCllllt-e dûs with J.P. Busé's assessment of the spliatering Ihat occuned in Zaiko Langa Laup: ''Il wa 50
big tbat evaybody kDew something was goiDg 10 bappen. They jusl didn 't lbiDt about whae mcy \Vere goïng"
(August 25, 1997)
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works on what he bas caUed the "African frontier," Kopytoff reaffirms what other observers

have noticed elsewhere:

Anyone familiar with the routine workings of African social organilJltion will recognize these events.
An dder is acœsed of witehaafl. a disgnmtled group of siblings feels mistreated by their deœased
parent's sucœssors. a chiefs son lases the struggle over succession. an advenhll'OWi hunier or trader
goes out in search of new game or profilS·-such people are rorever leaving meir seldemenl.
accompanied by their brothers. soos. nephews. ather relatives, retainen. and adhereots. They move
beyond the edge of the village, 'into the bush' ... Here. they sel up a compound. or a hamlet. or a mini­
chieftaney of UDcertain aulooomy, or joïn a seulement already eslablished by athers like them.. (ibid:
6).

Kopytoff anributes this internai dynamic te several factors: the tension between

discourses of hierarchy and egalitarianism, witchcmfl accusations and jea1ousy, factional

struggles aver succession, and although less common, inter-tribal confiict. Bayart, referring

to Hirschmann's ~exi1option', bas discussed how the ease with which people separate from

their communities is fuelled by the perceived abundance in land (1993: 22). Bul Kopytoffs

analysis also refers to the "general value of 'being tirst'" (1987: 22), which is obviously linked

with the status of being senior and thus being a 'chef ('boss' or ~chier). Lienhardt writes that

66each man wants 10 round bis own descent group, a fonnal segment of the subclan which will

for long he remembered by bis name..." (1958: 118). Thus not only group sizc or population

density, but also ambition seems te play an important role in the splintering of corporate unîts.

The common desire ta become •cher , a term which loosely translates as ~boss', is

evident not only in music, bul also in churches, businesses, schools, and politics, among

tmffic police and customs officers, even at the level of the household. Fabian discusses how

power in Luba country is perceived as somelhing that is "constantly 10 he acquired because il is

always in danger of being lost" (1990: (6). As an outside observer of Congolese culture, 1

a1ways had the impression that there were 'chiefs' everywhere 1wmed: 'chef de répétition',

'chef d'orchestre', 'chef de service', and outside of the music world j ost as many 'directeurs',

'présidents' and 'sous..chefs', ete. But this 'chef complex', if 1can cali it that, is always in

relation ta an equal and opposite impulse 10 he rea>gnized as a subject:
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A hierarchical ethic means that one fmds il normal [0 he al eiilier side of a culturally saoctioned
bierarcbical relationship...Psychologically, il means that one is bath comfonable about exercising
authority and not discomfitted by subordination to authority. In the reaIm of values, it means that one
prizes both one's standing over others and ooe's bang attached to a superiorpower--haJce the ioberenl
value that was usually graoted lo chieftanship and kïngship in Mrica. To he onder no one al ail, and
dependent on no one, was to he utterly without status, in eff~ to be like a slave (1987: 36).

1want ta argue then lhat there is a self-perpetuating tendency toward splintering

because splintering suggests the possibility of becoming a 'cher, and in African societies one

of the most important forms of prestige cornes from leading others:

~Iost important for risÎDg above other men in power in prestige. [the YorubaJ cooslrUcls a loose
gathering of followers and partisans who bave incurred obligalious of variable weight ta ral1y around
bim in limes of personal conflict or for the purpose of political competition" (Amuson 1980: 157-8).

MaleriaJ wealth is 500gbt after and remarked upon, but the truly wealthy are thase that have

been able to activate social relationships and demonstrate wealth in people.49 What is

interesting is thal in contemporary urban settings such as Kinshasa, where land is scarce and

people are not, 'big men' or 'chefs' are still judged by the value and number of people that

surround them. 1will retum to this Question 10 consider it in greater detail, but first il is

necessary to present a brief discussion of the nature of relations of power between musicians

and their mostly non-musician patrons or 'sponsors'.

49gpeaking of 'traditioaal Mrican societics', Kopytoff hœJ argued abat u ... Afriam groups bad an almost
imaliable demImd forpeople Ed jealously guardal thoIe tbey already bail" (1987: 43).
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SiDging the Sponsor

And what our people like here is that when you are playing eiilier you name them somewhere, you calI
than. you tell them where you have been knowing them...Let's say you speak wbat tbey 1Ulderstand
Weil. they will like you Uuju musician quoted in Waterman 1990: 113).

Throughout tbis researcb 1use the term 'sponsor' in sevemi different ways. As

discussed in Chapter Four, the term 'sponsor' refers 10 a commercial or corporate entity which

offers to assume a certain amount of the artist's professional expenses in exhange for the artist's

endorsement of a particuJar product or products.50 But 1also use the term to describe those

individuals. often also fans of the anist, who contribute money to the artist in exchange for

privileged access to the artist's performance and private life and/or for sorne form of public

recognition. 1am reluctant to use the word 'patron' in this context since conventional

discussions of patron-client ties refer to a set of relations between a 'big man' and a series of

subordinates at varying levels of dependence over an extended period of tîme.51 ln the case of

Congolese popular music, this model is not a good fit sinœ most musicians have a large number

of sponsors. sorne stable and wealthy, but the majority of which are short-Iived and/or low-

paying (ch. 7).

It is important to underline the tluidity of the social category of sponsor. Sponsors can

he fans of the artist, and they often begin that way, but over lime certain fans become more

involved in the career and activities of the their favorite musicians, and eventually take on the

50A special calegory of sponsor soogs wbich focused on commercial products seemed ta he more common in
the fint few decades ofCongo-Zain:an music. Leon Bukasa sang a song about Ihe fouode:r of rhe Ngoma record
label and a certain Mokoko saDg about BaIa shocs in the 1950s. In the 19709 Tabu Ley sang for Stol bcer,
Omo soap and FNMA refrigeraton. During the same Ume period. Franco saol for Primus bcer and Kronenbm'g
beer. Holh Tabu Ley and Fraooo s.g soags for Azda. a well-known importer' of iDexpeosive European cars in
Kinshasa in the 19709. Sec Chapter Four for a discussiœ of the relatioosbip bctwc:cn popuIar musiciss and
large-sade commeràalspol1lOl'8hip in the 19908.
51Scholars of African art have made J*tiadmy important coolribulioos to our Iœowlcdge about the
relalioœhip belWeen Afriam artists and their p8b'0a8 (sec in J*1icul.. thejournal African Arts), more recmdy
with special attaatioo ta the relationsbip hetweeo African ~sls ad WestaD art tmIers or coIlectors. Steiner
(1994). drawinl from earIier wOlt on MoC8ll tourist. (espcciallyJules-Rosette 1984) offcrs a good overview
of tbese issues with rqns to me Afriam art trade in CôIc d'Ivoite and ta somc extenl in Wesl Africa more
geuerally. Fabi. (1996), Jewsiewicki (1995), aod Jules-Rosette (1992) disalSS Ibe mie of the pab'OD in the
matat ofpopuI. painting in l.aire. In additiœ la Waacrmm (1990), the exteDsive lileratUlc œ the poIitics of
griot poise'" pcrfOlllUmCC (!cc ch. S) in West Afrim is al.. patiDmL B-.s (19116), LeM.dJaDd (1981) aod
MaGaffey (1987) bave disc:usscd the mie ofpoIiciall patroaage in vmous paris œposl-indepaldalce AfriaL
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role of mécène (French for ~sponsort or ~benefactor').52 The main thing that distinguishes this

type of sponsor from other sponsors is that they continue ta cultivate relations of exchange

outside of the concert setting.53 A large proportion of the people pmised by musicians are

what 1would cali 'one-time' sponsors, meaning they support musicians on a very irregular

basis (the sponsors 1discussed in Chapter Seven are good examples of this kind of

sponsorship). Because one-tîme sponsors are so common relative to other kinds of sponsors,

success in securing sponsor-based support depends not ooly on the musician's ability to

mainrain good relations with sponsors, but also on bis ability to gel as many sponsors as

possible (Waterman 1990; Diawara 1997).54

As discussed in chapter 5~ praise serves various social functions. [t is a form of social

recognition for those whose deeds or accomplishments stand out in the community, but in

many cases il is a fonn of social distinction, as much for the musicians as for the persan being

praised. 'Throwing' (the most common type of praise in popular Congolese music) and more

elaborate forms of praisesinging appear al first to he complerely different forms of musical

practice, but thcy tend to have similar results, and thus il May be more accumte ta view them as

different points on a continuum. Individuals in the audience give money and come back with a

fragment of prestige (such as a personalized song or a snapshot), just as thase who continue 10

sponsor musicians after the show. Apart from the obvious mutual henefits of the

52'I'bcreare rdativdy few terms (apart from 'mécène') ta designate this role as a social category. When 1asked
musicians about the wealthy·lookiDg people abat oCteo came 10 visit Delao outside oC practiœ and concert
settings. the aoswer 1n:œived was 'lIe's a friead of DeCao's" or somdimes ''He gives mooey 10 Defaott

• Terms
ofaddras used with sponsors wcre more claborate: uPr6lidcut", "Vié", and "Ya X" ('ya t foUowed by the
sponsor's oame). Except for 'President', Ibese rerms were similar lo tenDs of address used in geaeraI for people
of higber social slatUs.
S3Jn SOlDe sense the bandleadcr is the ultimate sponsor for musicims. The bandleadcr does not give mooey (or
all.-t,. much 1IIOIleY) as other sponsors do, but he provides musicians witb the crucial social capital to leam
and pradiœ their baie. In pracbce this observation seems ta hold ttue. since in c:ooœrt the persoo whose
praiscs were IIlO8t olten SUIII was Dcfao himself.
540n severa! oœasions the Big Stan wcre bired to perform al private events soch 88 weddings or poütical
meetings. Privale CDgagcmcoIS. however. n:quired Dciao ta aJapt bis repertcire to a higbly vaicd aJdienœ.
olten addiDg S<JIIIS with wbich Ibe musicians wae DOt compIctdy familiar. A Kinshasa wedding we p1ayed
bel" widl a saies ofoId fIIIIfba favorites from the 19S0s. IIBlY of wbich the YOUDger musiciaos in the baod
did BOt know how to play. At -ocrpriVaIe CIIlagemeDt in MaIadÎ. Lowcr Zaïre. Dcfao W&1 Mked ID
compose a completely DeW SClDI using lyrics wbich would siDg the praises œthe event orgaoizcrs. manbers of
the local Mobutuist Youtb League (FROJEMO).
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pmisesinging arrangement (musicians get financial support and social prestige, sponsors get

social prestige), praise for the wealthy and powerful is also a means of activating certain types

of social relationships and responsibilities, and as 1will argue later~ it can also he seen as an

impulse to keep bad leadership in check.

In Congolese popuIar music it is not uncommon for entire sangs 10 he devoted ta

individuals, although even important sponsors are rarely cited atone (see aIso Keil 1mg-. 125).

In the following example, the sponsor of the song, who also happens to he the producer of the

album, is not the sole abject of praise. The names of people being ~thrown' are placed in bold

[audio eue 9]:



ZllIIzonl, Jean Pi Wable
Allo Télécel...
Ma.eko, Alpba Luambo

Nalinga nalinga Ida ya na moni
Na tambola na bamboka bapaya
SII.baDi Records. atooda bonzenga

Sagesse na bolamu oani a bosani yo
SII.banl Records. alonda sentiment

Papa abola ya kitoko
lVfama aOOm ya kitoko
Nani alingi kotia tembe amona Sbabanl'?

Kumbanga na Air Zaire
Kumbaoga na Air Zaire
Noki na kobel~ 0 yambaka ngai (2x)

Maaeko Tcbeb"a
Ya Maklona Poulet
Papa Samlr à Kis.vllie

Na lambola na mokili. oanu na mana te
Na lambola na mokili. nanu na mona te
Shab••1(h)

Muy M.kiadl I.alala
lIun•• Mw..a Boude

Kumbanga na Super Z.lre Papa Mbemba
Kumbanga na Air Zain Papa Klkuada
Kumbaoga na Air Espenace Saddam
Ngai na mana Paris. Da mooa Brussels
Nga na koma ha Loadœs na mnga Kinshasa

Bauioga eh Papy Kintllkaho
~Iakolo nini Dga DB ka mona Atos Se.a.?
Mokolo nini oga Da ko mooa Major Jacques?
Mokolo nini uga Da ko mooa Maté ,a Air Zalre?
Mokolo nioi nga na ko mona 'apa Wemba?
Moitolo nini nga Da ko mœa Va Le.olO?

Na tambola na mokili. oanu na mooa te
Na tambola na mokili. nanu Da mona te
Shabaal eh (2x)

JI..., Lipa.., t.Joan IO"D~

Jean-Marte Nzoiba
P.D.G. Gaby l Kin Se"ices

IfS/uzbœ,j". SIlpD' C/wc de Shora Mbmtba. Mandllndll
(1996)
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Zingzong, Jean Pi Wable
Hello Télécel...
Maneko. Alpha Luambo

J've loved so many limes. but today [ saw you
l've been aU ovu the world
Shabanî Records. he's full of charm

Wisdom and goodoess. wbo cao forgel you?
Sbabani Records. he's full of feeling

Your father made you good-looking
'{our mother made you good-looking
Who would ever doubt Shabani?

Scnd me on Air Zaire
Send me away on Air Zaïre
Before 1fall ilI. believe me (2x)

Maneko Tchebwa
Ya Makioua Poulet
Papa Samir à Kissevil1e

Travelled the wood. never seen anything like him
Travelled the wood. never seen anything like mm
Sbab&ni (2x)

Many Makiadi lsangala
Ouoga Mwana Boude

Seod me on Super Zaire Papa Mbemba
SeI1d me on AiT Zaïre Papa Kikunda
Smd me 00 Air Esperance Saddam
So [ cao see Paris, sec Brussels
Set foot in London. and go back to Kinshasa

Oh friends. Papy Kinhlkabo
When will [ see Alos Seoan?
Whcn win 1see Major Jacques?
Wheo will 1SCIe Maœ ya Air Zaïre"
Wheo will 1sec Papa Wemba 8wmani?
When will 1see Ya Lcmoso?

Travelled the wood. Bever scen anythiog like mm
TraveUed the wood. never seco anythiog like mm
Sbabaoî eh (h)

Jimmy Lipasa. always looks 1000
Jean-Marie Nmiba
PD.G. Gaby fromKin Services
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This example is interesting because of the way tbat different sponsors' names are

embedded within the text, creating a complex layering of praises and appeals. The subject of the

line ··Send me on Air zaïre", Shabani, is understood to he the main target of praise. By asking

Shabani to send them on an Air Zaïre plane, however, the singees are in effeet nattering two

sponsors at the same lime. Thus, this song is a particularly good example of the multiplicity of

sponsors to which 1have referred above.55 People whose names are cited come from a wide

variety of social and professional backgrounds, and individual names cao be sung or spoken-­

sometimes even shouted-depending on whether they are inserted in between lines of verses or

in between verses and choruses:

55See also Cbapter Four OB the inaasing Dumberofooe-time producers.



y 0 mwaoa papi nga ··asala kala"!
Yo mwaoa papi nga ·1e muanga ntaman !
Etumba ya yo na nga
Napooa ebundeü nini?
Nakokoka oIongi na ya ngai d'avance
Douœur ya regard na yo
Ekoki po nakweya elinga!
Mokongo saki opesi nga a abreger vie na nga
Nakomajouet na yo!

M.C. RGlen

Zemi ya la joie lelo eboti mawa
Kinga ya cherie oya mayaka ekomi ya bijou
Ba promesses ya bolingo na mayi ezindi
Beko ya baua mamelo est bien revalue
Na yeba ata magie na revivre le passe
Sentiment y'amour ebeûsi motema nkake
MOlO akobika te

Aimee Llkobe
Willy Cariol
Eddy Luku.tu
Youl. Bol'.
IIDace Molek.
Ibrahim Sbako

From "Etat Civil", Koffi Dlomide. V12 (1995)

In other cases names are woven into the body of the text:
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You're the doll,r m the veteran
You·re the doU, l'm the man of the wood
In the batde between you and me
What weapoo should 1œoose
You·re out of my league
The sweet way you look al me
Is enough 10 koock me out
When you tum your back on me. you cut me short
l'm nothiog but your toy!

M.C. Rogers

Pregnant joy gave birth ta sadoess
Her pearl neck ooIy wears gold now
Promises of love drowned in the water
Sbe·s not a scboolgirl anymore
If1only had the magic 10 relive the past
This love strikes lighlDing in my heart
['li never get over it

Aimee Likobe
Willy Carlos
Eddy Lukunku
YouiaBol's
Ignace Moleka
Ibrahim Shako

Saki on a signa na JIlO(ema
Tikakasalab ye eza1a zala
Ayau kokoma chien mechant
Koswa-swa moto tout Da nzda
Ekat••ka tshaka op à l'aise
Slep••llie Stem tshaka nga à l'aise
Do. Pierrot M••••lu salaka vrai
Droit d'aimer ClJIÜ tika oalinga yo

From "Aspirine", Koffi Olomide, V12 (1995)

If you've taken Ibis love with all your heart
Don't leave it aJone, far from you
Or e1se il will beoome a rabid dog
Biring people aU over the place
Ekathaka make me fcd fine
Stepbanîe Stem malte me feel fme
Don Pierrot ~vungu be good to me
1 was meant (0 love you, let me love you

The names of friends and sponsors cao he cited al different points in a song, but by far the

greatest number of names are round in the dance sequence, or seben, of each song. The

following excerpt is a good example of how 'throwing' can talœ on a special status of its own.

sometimes occupying more spaœ than the lyrics or even the shouts:
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Alpba! Alpba! Alpba Mbiya!
Lomasa, Lomas. MamweDe
Oui! OuI! Vyeme Kallé, Vyeme Kallé, Vyeme Kallé!

(Shoot)
DIDIO! TsiRlaaa! Demoebe, BerisoD, Bana Bolande

(Shoot)
Le ehampioD, Eriaoa Etslmba .a Bolude
Oprevolka Matoado Sibu
Na Rolande, Muluz l Matadi

(Shoot)
Tata Mapasa, Ylo Mandela
Vsllsse! Vansse! Le Gnad Varisse! Graad V.risse! M.!
Motber laid: "Super Wu! Bol••des...."

(Shout)
Dembi l'l'uza, KwaDD Dembl eeh! Dembi!
Violenne, VloleDDe Pampa, ViolenDe, Mbly.
Violone Pampa, Alata Mbiys, N. mput...
Stick your neck out, in Brussels!
José Kasasa ... Je.Dey Feda
Vieux Bolyte Aebebo achebo!
GarcoD !ODada.e, Bypo! oob! Dypollte! Aehebo, Aebebo
Mere Sopbie, P.pa Do, Papa Do, Mère Sophie
Willy Montaud, M~re Godard, Y. Vieux Bakelele

(Shoot)
Ste'fe BAmbo, allerooretour, KiDlbus, P.ris_.
Ob! SilO Shabui, Alaia Sbaba.1
Wlnetu le Gnad, Stone .a S"isse!
Didier Somaa, Didier Somata .a Lleae!
Sel'loue Edumbl, muklll pamba pamba
Max Wada, Beariette .a rHénlUe, Beari Mlcbel

Tired yet? No! Ttred yet? Not yel!
Merci Merci Shan'a aa Refere.ce Brussels,
Ha ha~ BII Stoae

From "Alain Mbiya", Géniral De/ao, Dernier Album (1995)

For outsiders and non-speakers of Lingala, 'throwing' often goes unnoticed since

names of people and lyrics tend to blend together. Congolese audiences, however, and

musicians in particuJar, pay a great deal of attention to the names that are cited, especially thœe
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that occur on a regular basis.56 Some artists are more active than others when il comes to

citing peoples' names in their music, and many artists are known ta write sangs which will

ooly receive tilles once a potential sponsor bas agreed to pay for the song.57 When 1asked

one of my musician friends about the tille of a song he hadjust composed, he told me: "Right

now, 1just cali it 'Leah', but the title will change as soon as someone buys il" Thus citing

peoples' names can he seen as a strategy which musicians use to sell more records:

Obviously promoting someone's oame is a form of marketing. When 1 immortalise Mother Malou or
Séldara. this meaos another sales circuit for me. These womeo have a lot of influence sa that people
who know them won 't hesitale to buy lhe album as soon as il is available (General Defao cited in
~lakobo 1996: 3).

ln a concert setting, the singer or ataIaku will choose the names he 'throws' according

to whom he sees in the audience, but people in positions of high influence are sung even in

their absence (especiaJly on albums) sinœ it is genemlly assumed that ward will gel back to

them. Mobutu's son Kongolo (alias 'Saddam Hussein'), probably the Most often-sung figure

since the late 1980s. was rumored to have followed very closely the bands that were singing

his praises and chose thal were IlOt Those that did not sing bis name in concen and on

recordiogs would be threatened with physical violence and often he faced with serious

obstacles to their professional activities (baving the plug pulled mid-eoncen, being deDied

aceess to promotional networks. etc.). According ta one Kinshasa musician: "Si tu le chantes

pas--donc le passeport!" (If you OOo't sing bis name, he'lI have your passport!).

56some of the most COI1UDOIl om:nes cited sinœ the begiDDiDg of the 1990s: Saddam Hussein (Mobutu's son),
MandaTcbebwa (Lv. aonouncer), Balowa BODlJIkwa (lv. 8IIDOIIDccr). Alain St Pierre (radio announœr). Jean­
Jacques Bayoone (Dighrdub owner and music produœr). George Wcab (football player), Mutombo Dikanbe
(basketball player), Allin Mbiya (music proIIlOIer), Eric Keozo (music pIOIIlOIer). Bob Maswa (music
promoIa'). Gaby SbabaDî (music promoIa'), Mère Kosala (lB' owner), ACriat Il(radio station in Libreville) and
AnteDDe A (radio station in Kinshasa).
571be most extraDe egmple 1bave heard ofciring ocaars in a live version orKc&rcr Emeoeya's "Enfant de
JDmII8D" (1993), wbidl aœordi.aa lo Serge Makobo contaiDs the DmICS of more Ibm 80 diffamt people
(Makobo 1996). or the eipt IODJS OB ooeof Defao's RCCIlt albums, seVal carry the lUmIeS of iDdividuals.
suggestîng in maoy aII!ICS tbal the songs wae purcbased by wcalthy fans. Most albums producal in the"tS­
10 Yes'S have al least Olle ifDOt sevcral SOUIs with individuals' J&DCS as tidcs. The lIlOIICy tbal mllSÏcim1S
JeCCivc:d in exd&lgcfor axnposiDa soogs dcpcDds primailY ml the musician's popuIarity. 1have bcard oC
iodividua1 SODgs bciDg purdlascd for .üUle. SI00 and as much. S3,OOO US.
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While Mobutu's propaganda machine lost considerable steam in the 1970s and 1980s

(Willame 19(2), bis son Kongolo continued to promote the family name through his activities

as director of the private promotions company, Les Productions Yoshad. Kongolo's steel grip

on the Kinshasa music scene throughout the 1990s was maintained not only by rumors about

the financial assistance he provided the groups under bis supervision, but also by the threat of

force that he played upon as a high-ranking military officer in bis father's army (Biaya

1997b).58 According to IP. Busé, members of the military often befriended the musicians of

Zaiko Langa Langa because of the young women that fiocked arouod the band, and the

musicians cultivated friendships with soldiers as a source of physical protection. Gcxle

Lofombo, the bass player for Empire Bakuba explained: 1know alllhe soidiers and they ail

know me. 1can go anywhere even late al nighl and l'Il never run in/o problems. As long as

you sing their name Ihey'll proteet you: they just want people 10 hear their name (personal

communication).59

One araJaku 1speke with said tbat during the peak of his career anywhere from 15-25

people would visit him per day. They would each come ta give him sums of money sa that he

would sing their names laler that night in concen: "Sometimes if the leader came inta a lot of

cash, he would give us each a eut, but we made a lot of money on our own. $10 here, $20

there, 1would put it in my pockets and il would start to add up." Sorne musicians actively

seek out money in exchange for citing names. One anist had a reputation for apprœching

people who were known to he wealthy and offering 10 sing their name in exchange for a "litde

something". 1asked him if il was bad to approach people in this way:

S80n relations between musicians and the military, sec also WaIenDan (1990)

S9Jn May of lm, Lofombo w. shot three limes by soIdien of Ibe AFDL. the MW ruling J*lY in Coup­
Kinshua. Bsewbae (White 1997) 1have laIbd about the iOaQ8Ùlg teusion betwecn the milir.y and civili~

(espeàally mtlSia-.s) in post-Mobutu KiIlSlma, md bow the sinJinI of praises wa temporarily disrupted by
the dImge of rqime.
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No, he said if you sing them you cao make lots of money. Once ( made 5150, just üke that. uIs it a
good way to make money?n (asked. No no, DOt for the money, he hesitates for a minute. You sec,
Bob, the important thing is friendsbip (hies relations"), these are people you already know. They help
you, like a friend who always buys you beer or helps when you need mooey for your daughter. Theo
wheo 1 see bim rm happy and 1 want 10 sing bis name (Feb 21. 1996).

By playing on the vanity and the emotions of patrons and fans, musieians are able to

improve their access tD both social networks and financial resources.60 In efreet selling space

on their records and in their live performances, musicians have tumed shouts and songs ioto a

forro of social advertising:

Koffi [Olomide) does a line of business, throwing oames. 'Kin Service Express', a mailing enterprise.
certaioly gets bigh retums on the money they paid Koffi to loudly mention their oame in a nomber of
songs, adding sentences such as "En toute confiance" ["service you cao trust']. Songs as billboards
(John Grinling, personal correspoodeuce).

Koffi also prints the names of the people he cites aIongside lyrics in his CD liner notes,

something other artists would surely do if they had enough Money for liner notes. With the

money earned from these infonnal agreements, he is usually able to pay a significant portion of

the costs associated with produeing his aIbums.61 Fans in Kinshasa have mixed feelings

about ·throwing'. In general, oIder people tend 10 he more critical of this practice (ch. 9),

viewing it as a corruption of the music's content and a shameful gesture of upward social

mobility. But many people are aware of the extent ta which musicians are dependent on

financial support from tbeir fans: "For a musician in Zaïre, il is people tbat are at the center of

bis preoccupations. What could be more normal than for him to immortalize a brother, a friend

or a benefactor?" (Makobo 1996: 2). This very Kinois view of commercial praisesinging

60AppRIldy ODe of Dcfao's biggal fans/sponsors advaoœd him the moocy 50 daal he could boy the mini-van
whidi savcs as trmsport for the bmd aod its cquipmcaL
61lbe same bas becn said of the musiciaas ofWCDF Musica B.C.H.G., who during tbeir Spring 1998 tour wcre
soIiàting poceolial sponsors diRdly in betwecn soop duringcoocerts: "You mow we'œ in the studio md wc're
going to fmisb SOOII, 50 come by al sec us. Our friCDds kDow how il operates. Doa 't miss your chance ('bo7Jl1a
mbala'). l'be coat: 51000 U.S. a 'duow'.
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does not go uncontested (ch. 9), but its prevalence amang music listeners echoes Appaduraï's

observation thaL U[p]raise is measured by the 'community of sentiment' il evokes and creates,

and not by the authenticity of the Hnk between the private (or idiosyncratic) emotions of the

praiser and the abject of bis or her praise (Appadurai 1990: 107).

Good Cher, Bad Chef

The real inversion takes place when. in their desire for spIeodour, the masses join in madness and
clothe themselves in the flashy rags of power so as to reproduce ils epistemology ~ and wben. too.
power, in ils own violent quest for grandeur and prestige. makes vulgarity and wroogdoing
[délinquance] its main mode of existence ~lbembe lma: 29).

Throughout this chapter, 1have discussed sorne of the key moments of musical practice

and perfonnance in order to demonsttate how various types of sUPeriors and subordinates are

lied together in a "zombified" micro-political embrace. In this context, subordinates 'toy' with

power oot in an effort to resist authority, but because of their fascination with authority's

~grandeur' and their desire to appropriate it (ibid; DeBoeck 1996: 99). Political unrest is most

likely 10 occur when the link between politica1 negligeoce and widesprœd poverty becomes

explicit, as in Mobutu's announcement to proceed with 'democratization' measures, or bis oft­

repeated maxim "If you're goiog to steal, just steal a little". Thus it is not the presence of a

political big man or 'chef which is al issue here (as is often the case in Western, especially

libeml humanitarian political discourses), but rather the ability of the 'chef to live by the law,

and to live up to bis responsibilities as 'provider' (ScbalZberg 1993). The question is not

"Why is there a big man?", but "Is he behaving like a big man?"62

62nis point la bccn doqueody arped by ~faxGhlCkJDm: "But in certain types ofsociety, wbco
subordiDales tum apinst a le.Ier chus, they may oaIy bD'D apinst him personaIly. wiabout œœssarily
revolting apiDst the autbority of the office he oœupics. They aim to hD'D him out of that office and inslall
anoIher iD il" (1965: 28).
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As a foreigner in an all-Congolese bandy a novice with pre-configured social statusy it

took me sorne time ta come to terms with my own position as a 'big many. In retrospecty the

signs of this status were quite obviousy and they manifested themselves in the form of

everyday pelty requests from different members of the band: ~'Monsieur Boby sombela ngai

sucré." "Monsieur Bob, simba ngai t pardon." "Monsieur Bob, ata shimbok eza te?" and the

award..winning dramatic perfonnance of Koya the drummer: ~'Monsieur Boby fai faim. "63 Of

ail the characters that asked me for things, Koyo was by far the most memorable. He was

short and skinny and had a sad expression on bis face thal became sad and hungry when he

tilted bis head to the side and held bis stomach. trying (as he often did) 10 get lunch money

from me. On one occasion 1gave Koyo sorne small bills, hoping this wouJd he enough. but

he continued, this time switehing to Lingala for added emphasis: ~'Nzaya Monsieur Bob." 1

daubled what was in bis band and he looked up al me again with the same face, "Monsieur

Bob, nzaya.'· 1couldn't believe what 1was hearing. Unlike most people with whom 1had

contact, who would try as much as possible ta detraet attention from the transaction itself.

Koyo was holding the transaction up in my face. 1squinted and held my mouth open with an

incredulous look, staring him straight in the eyes until we bath broke inkl laughter, which for

me was a great source of relief.

Following this incident~ Koyo continued kl ask me for things, but his requests had

taken on a new meaning for me. 1began to see them less as a threat and more as part of a

social gante: Could he get money from me? Could 1keep my cool (maîtrise)? Could 1show

mastery (mœwe) of the gestures of giving and taking in this highly charged interracial

encounter? The humor which had laid tme the underlying relations of power between us

continued ta inform our interactions, eventually developing iDto our own inside joke, a

running parody of patron-client micropolitics: he would feign suffering, 1would caU him

<j3.'Monsieur Bob, boy me a soda" "Monsieur Bob, plcase. belp me out." "Moasieur Bob. DOt even ODe

measly ci,..ette1"•and Koyo the drummer: "Moasieur Bob. l'm hungry." The v.t majority of the CoqoIesc
witb whmo 1came into conbEt (CVGl tbose who bdd a œrtain dcgrce oC power oVe!' me, Defao fOl'iDstanœ)
addressed me MonsiaD" Bob. Pahaps bcauJe of ils ubiquity in my daily inlcrBclioas. the power of dais tam of
addrcss did DOt strike me until well aCta" [ bIKI rcnned fran the fidd.
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Koyo Nzaya ("Koyo the Hungry"), and then 1would proceed ID buy him an orange soda

Gradually 1came 10 realize that 1had taken on the role of a small-time sponsor [figure 8.5-­

Koyo chose the backdrop himself]. 1gave money because 1 had money, and what 1received

in return was ongoing confirmation of this privileged status. This was an important lesson to

leam. Il was important that 1 leam 10 disann the feeling of panic which 1often experienced in

situations such as this. Why is she asking "re for money? If1buy him a coke l'm going to

have to do the same thing for everyone. 1can Jt start doing this, 1don J t have chis kind of

money. What will happen if1say no? These are the thoughts that would run through my

mind. It was a challenge te view charity not as a sign of the other's weakness, but as a

manifestation of resourcefulness or a cultural mechanism of social control.

Mechanisms of social control have been studied in various contexts in the

anthropologicalliterature on Aftica: Radcliffe-Brown's discussion of joking relationships

(1940), Tumer's (1969) accounts of status elevation and ritual reversai, and Fabian's (1990)

discussion of Luba proverbs about leadership and social responsibility. More directly relevant

to this discussion, Vail and White's (1991) extensive research on praise poetry explores the

common element of poetic licensc tbat pennits 'traditionaJ' musicians to speak out against the

abuse of power (c.r. Gluckman 1965). But what happens to poetic license in the elaboration

of commercialized faons of cultural expression? Vail and White's model, though very

seductive, is unable to shed any light on this subject because il is based in a binary conception

of power which allows for the possibility of two types of artistic expression: Ua tradition of

rejection" on the one band (63) and "royal praise'~ on the other (155).64 The missing link in

their analysis, a notion of power as a social diaJectic, limits them from being able to see what

popular fonns of praise have made 50 clear. First, singers of praise are neitber completely free

of power nor completely co-opted by it~ but both. Second, and this is the key point 1want to

64Music. because il exists in ilS own lime and spaœ, offers a coalext in whim the IilDilS of social propriety are
eXa:edÎngly Raible, but poctic üceose is Bever complete. espccially in die COIl1ext of pop....music wbic:h
dcpc:nds 50 heavi1y œ sub-lext.ad maUed messages (Ooyumbe 1994; White 1997). As Mbanbe bas .-gucd,
••...whetbcr Ille eoœunter is 'masked' ex' DOt is of lilde cousequeoœ. WhaI is important is that. .. a specifie
ttajcctory ofdominaIion. the p>stooloay strikes precisely in its ea1hiDeSS and vcrbosity" (1992: 10).
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malœ, to pmise those in a position of power is fundamentally a cali to social action and a

reminder of social responsibility.

As 1will discuss in the next coopter, lyrical tropes in popular music express

exasperation ('na lembi', 'l'm tired'), refusai ('na boyi'- '1 refuse '), and social rupture ('na ko

suka wapi'- 'what will become of me?'), but they do not exist in a social vacuum. A close

examination of the way these tropes are heard and used shows that gestures of praise implicitly

urge thase in power 10 take action with regards to the poor and less fol1Unate (Appadurai 1990;

Burke 1996: 186). De Boeck (1996) discusses a similar trope, the Lingala expression

'kozanga esika' ('10 lack a home' or 'to he without a place', see also Nkashama 19(2).

Instead of seeing this theme as an expression of individualism in response to the disillusion of

colonial and post-colonial political neglect (De Boeck 1996: 95), however, 1would argue that

like Many of the praise-shouts of the mid-l990s (kibinda nkoy, mandundu, tsidi muna kake,

and 50 on), this is a coded pica to those in positions of economic and political power. 1t is not

a Western-style self seeking a new 'rr-eJCIem' identity, but a disoriented and melancholy public

denouncementof les responsables, a reminderof 'African tradition' and the way that things are

supposed to he.65 Yet this plea is not simply nostalgie or backward looking. Through the

'star system' of the 'modem' music industry, and through practices such as 'throwing' and

'spraying', Congolese are constantly redefining their relationship 10 power in a g1obalizing,

modernizing world.

The practice of splintering in 'modem' musical groups signais not ooly a long-standing

'tradition' of tuming its back on bad leadership (Kopytoff l~, but also a renewable

'modem' resource in the fonn of individual distinction and the deep pleasure of dance [figure

8.6]. Compare this with Fabian's discussion of images of power in popular theater:

6Srn French spoten in KiDSbasa. the meaoing of this laIIl plays on tbc SCllUlllÎc shift bctwcen someooe who is
in cbarge Crapoosable du burau t

) .. someone who provides for odIas rje suis un n:spoosable de famille t
).

In popul. dismunc about natiOD8l poIilics, il is DOl1lJlaWDlDOll to bar people in Kinsbasa blamc poIiliàans.
espec:ially die president, for a vast array ofsocial paydlological probIaus iDduding the babil of lyiDg 10
foreigners.6batiDe valucslpromisœily aod the tendeDcy lOWard splinla'Ùlg in social orpùzaboo.
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Verbally they grumble and compIain; when mey pass to actioo il is 10 drink. sing. and daoœ. and have
a good lime. Revoit becomes an orgiastic feast. and the grealcsl challenge 10 the chiees power is put
op by a refusai to rake bis orders seriously. The celebration away from the village in the fields cames
close to the traditianal way of deposing a chief. which was simply 10 mave out on bim and leave him
with an empty village (Fabian 1990: 285).

This refusai ta be taken seriously is the African dictator's deepest fear and thus he sets out to

~~colonize languages and sounds" (Mbembe 1992b: 130). While he is 'waiting for hegemony',

popular culture goes on without him:

South of the Sahara the key problem for the dominarors is ta find the dominated and tben force them 10
seille down in a domestic social space wha'e they cao he further dominated and exploited. Whilst
waiting for this hegemooy. some of the process of bistoriœl production evolves elsewhere in a
remarkahle borst of aclivity (Bayan 1993: 253).

But the dominated do Dot rebel in revolutionary fashion (Gluckman 1965; Scott 1985). Il is

the "Yes, Massa", the "Ndiyo, Bwana", the "Oui, Cher' that both satisfies and infuriates the

despot, because he knows that once bis back is turned, the dominated begin te laugh:

There is no official poIicy which is IlOt immedialely deciphered in the back stteets. 00 slogan wbîch is
not straightaway parodied~ no speech wbicb is DOl subjected to an acid bath of derisioo. DO rally wbich
does Dot resouod with bollow laughter (ibid).

Thus for the powerful, hegemony is the ultimate goal, but in this cootext the force of ideas is

not enough. When the basic conditions of shelter~ food and freedom are neglected, the only

way to lœep an appearance of order is through repression. This reality was painfully obvious

10 anyone who saw Kinshasa al the end of Mobutu's reign, after the riols, and in the wake of

la démocratie. 66

66Jn local popu1m' discoune, la diJrtocratie n:fen ta 1he paiod during wbidlMobuIu lIIIIOUDCCd
·dcmocrali28lioo· masures tIuougb che promise of moiti-pm, poIitics. Mobutu's failuœ to take quick adion
lai to large-scalc riotiDg in 1991 aod 1993. SiDce that tïme. the term tllntot:ratW'" oomc to meaD disorder
('papiIle').cI poIiûcal ...œy.
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ln Kins~ and after returning from the field, 1often asked the question, "What does

it Mean to he a 'chef'?" One musician answered that being a 'chef' requires a certain degree of

authoritarian behavior:

People in Zaïre wanl 10 he led poorly. If~ a leader you're oot hard~ they cal.l you yuma, or someone
who is afraid and weak. They Deed a slrong leader with a sb'oog band ... (lhey think thal] a "chef' is
someone who dieates the law of the land edicter la lof]. We learned this Crom Mobu~ lhat's Ihe way
he used 10 tait. If you lislen 10 him talking to his subordioates, il souods like he's always angry, bul
this is the ooly way that people will respect you (J.P. Busé, Aug 25, 1997).67

"What does it Mean 10 he a 'cheP?" Another musician replied: '''fo he a 'chef is an

agreement, otherwise we wouJd cali him a 'house'. But he's a 'chef' and we decided thal

People that do strange things will he punished". "And a bad 'chef'?" 1asle. "That's easy," he

says. "A bad 'cheP is a 'cheP that doesn't obey his own laws" (Lokassa ya Mbongo, Jan.

17, 1998). Thus a 'cheP must he just and strong (Balandier 1967). He must he charismatic

(Le. divine) in order to lead bis people, though il is the people who determine what is meant by

divine (De Boeck 1998a). Finally, and this is what emerges most clearly from the lyrics of

popular music, he must he generous. He must justify, both symbolically and lhrough bis

actions, the social differentiation and distance from which he benefits. He must acknowledge

the privilege which bas been bestowed upon him by giving something back to the people

(Appadurai 1990; Waterman 1990). And if this generosity comes in the fonn of money, that is

fine. Because the people take cash, foreign exchange, and personal checks.68

Becoming a 'chef', then, is itself a fonn of individuation, and is onen closely

associated with becoming a ·star' (ch. 5). When a singer becomes recognized as a 'star' in bis

own right, it is commonly believed that he should strike out on bis own and start a new band

for which he will be the 'chef', and the cycle of personalistic leadership continues. 1t is the

67Compare these observalions with reœat politiall analyses wbicb describe the lsoftauthoritariBDism' of
certain post-iodependeut Afriam !taIcs (c.g. SeDJhor~s Seoepl or Musevcni's Ugmda).
68m CbapIer N'me, 1disœss the symbolic value of lIlOœy in sevcnl cootexts, cspec:ially the way that moaey
uuab sp8IiaIly orpaizcd social relalioos 8Dd the way tbal mœey aod love .-c cooOated and dcbaacd Ihrough
expn:5sions of l'OIDmtic love in popuIar music. On the idea of money _ a sign of male respoosibility -.d
affection. see CbapIer Two ('1bc PoIitics of Sexualityj.
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possibility of one day realizing this dream that keeps Most siogers in a situaùon of bad

working conditions, low pay, and subservience 10 the leader of the band. In the following

chapter, 1will look more closely al the ethos of popular music by examining the recurring

thernes and tropes of popular song texts. What lhis chapter will reveal is oot an ethic of

egalitarianism, but a plea to various types of responsables (leaders, bosses) to make good on

unfulfilled social promises.



Part Four: The Meaning of Music
Chapter Niue: Live Texts

Lyrics as Live Texts

Thematics in Popular Music
The Politics of Love Sangs
Thematic Signposts

Always Love, Never Just Love
Preachers and Potions
Who Will Cry For Me When 1Die?
Kno\ving and Being Known in the Big City
The Social Geography of Money

Thematic Tropes

Genres as Live Texts

Dialogues 1: Music Divides
Dialogues II: Music Unites
The Aexibility ofTexts

The data that make up the contents of modern Zairean music are so complex and
contradictory that potential researchers are embarrassed to makt any kind of conclusive
statement. In reality, Zairean music disconcerts researchers.

(Mbayu wa Laziri 1989: 444)

Décidement le quotidien est un livre qui se laisse feuilleter à uolonti...

(Ndaywell993: 1)
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The largest number of publications written about Congolese popular music fall inta one

of t\\'o broad categories: biographical information about particular musicians and the thematic

analysis of lyrics (ch. 3). The prevalence of these two aspects--especially in the work of

Congolese writers--attests ta the importance attributed to charismatic figures and the words and

meanings of the sangs they write. When 1asked people why they thought popular music was

important, the answer was surprisingly standard: '.ça nous donne des conseils" Cil gives us

advice') or "ça nous apprend quelque chose sur la vie" ('it teaehes us something about life ').

While foreigners are ofteo drawn ta Congolese music for its danceabitity (White 1998a), for

the majority of Congolese the bUe value of tbeir music (lokumu) is ta he found in its message

(Kanza 1972: 21). This is not to suggest that dancing is not important On the contrary, dance

is a crucial part of the experience of ambience and animation (ch. 3). But dance--especially

the eroticized exhibitionist dancing which most foreigners associate with the music--is usually

taken for granted by Congolese when discussing the music's social significance.1

1do not want to stop, however, at the simple observation that the meaning of popular

music is important to the people who listen to il Instead, 1want to argue that we must also

consider how people access meaning through music, and how they adapt it for use in various

everyday social worlds (Averilll997; Erlmann 19900). Not ooly do Congolese use song to

convey messages which would he considered tao crude or (00 direct in spoken form (c.r. Vail

and White 1997), but they also position themselves on various tlexible social axes (gender,

age, religious convictions, etc.) by identifying themselves or distancing themselves from

particular musical groups or genres. Although social positioning of this kind is by no means

unique to the Congo (see ch. S), 1will attempt ta show how the rorm it Iakes is historically and

culturally particular. Thus one of the primary goals of this chapter is to determine (10 the

lObviously dancing does not oœur wiahout commearary. BoIh men and womeo talk about the dancing stilts
of individual paformas ad die empbasis wbicb mast music videos (aod live cooœrts for tbar 1DIIUer) give to
cboIeogJapbtd danàng is always a livdy tapieœdisaasiœ. Female dmcers are eapeciaIly sc:rutiniml by
female spc:ctaIOI'S. Wba1 is inraa1ÏDl is tbat in discussiClllS about die value and maniog œdie music, daoœ
rarely plays a promiDaat mie. Whm il is discussed al all, il is eithcr to crîliàze fanale aotiasm Œ die
execsses of youth (sec bdow). At tbe risk of settÎDI up a Calse didaotomy betwem music, daace Dl soog, 1
waal ta .-gue abat Coqolae tbmueIves distiopish betwem these diffaœl aspects of the music, allast al a
paformalive or discursive level (cf. Tutuola 1985).
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extent that this is possible) what music means to different kinds of people, and how these

shifting meanings are used in the creation and maintenance of various kinds of social and

cultural identity (Guilbault 1993; Lonoh 1969; Waterman 1990).

This coopter will he divided into two parts. First, 1 will present a broad overview of

the narrative themes which are representative of Congolese paputar song tem, either because

of their frequency or constancy in the music over time. A discussion of lyrical tropes will

show how certain ideas or expressions cut across thematic lines, introducing themselves in a

variety of contexts, and functioning independentiy of the basic narrative structure of the song.

As opposed to the first section of tbis cbapter, where 1am primarily concemed with what

popular music says about people, in the second section 1am interested in wbat people say

about music--especially genres of music--and how these statements cao he seen as subtle

geslUres of social jockeying which are used to negotiate the limits of social boundaries and

cultural categories. Throughout this coopter, 1use the notion of ·live texts' to refer ta lexts that

act as repositories of meaning which can be activated for various forms of individual and social

distinction. Texts of different sorts--whether they he song lyrics or musical genres-exist in

and of themselves~but theyare made ·live' (i.e. brought to Iife) when people attach them to

personalized statements about cultural values and individuaJ and group identities.

Lyrics As Live Tests

Though Afriaul popoI. adture produœs wriUCD and printed lexis, it Dever aaes to speak \Vith a live
voice (Fabian 1998: 125).

Je ne cmmtc plus. je parle. je pr@dIe. Si VOWl faileS du bien. je le dirai~si vous faites du mal je le dirai
~galcmeot. sur lapIaœ publique (Franco quoted in Onyumbe D.d: 12).

2&1 don't siDg aoymore, 1 speak.I preadl. If you do goad bUgs. l'U say iL If you do bal things. rD say Ihat
100, in froot oC evayoae.•
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The various scholarly attempts to understand the important raie played by audiences in

the production and meaning of expressive culture do not form a cohesive body of literature.3

Here l am thinking not only of literary criticism's interest in readership and reception (e.g.

Barthes 1975), but also cultural studies (and media studies)' attention to audience (e.g. Hall

1993), and certain semiotic studies of the processes of spectatorship (Jules-Rosette 1987).4

Without drawing directly from these fields of study~ my anaJysis benefits from sorne of their

basic insights: that the interaction between artist and audience is just as interesting as the artistic

product itself (see ch. 1), that the meanings of expressive culture are multi-faceted and do not

necessarily correspond with the artist's intention, that in Many cases the interaction between

artist and audience bas the potential to influence (even transfonn) the creative process, and that

audience's uses of expressive culture constitule a separate domain of cultural and social

practices, which are infonned by the artist's creation, but not necessarily determined by it.5

What seems ta stand out in African readings of expressive culture is not their value as

sources of enlertaïnment, but rather what they offer spectators in lerms of moral instruction, or

message. Writing about popular painting in Shaba, Fabian has shown how popular forms of

cultural expression are valued for their ability to make people think: "Genre pictures were

valued by urban Africans, not because they were the 'genre of the people'..., but because the

images expressed and evoked memories and made statements about colonial history and

present predicamentsn (1998: 61, see also Fabian 1978; 19(6). Jewsiewicki's work on the

artistry of Cheri Samba bas called attention 10 the painter's mie as social critic: "Without the

3( take 'expressive culture· 10 man the totality of 'artisaic' forms of cultural expression wbich indude: music.
dance. rllm. oral expressÎoo. painting. sadptUn:, ÜteranJre. poctry1 certain fomas of ritual ao.d ritual-bascd art
forms. œrcain games aad splItS. and popuI.. culture in ils various fomas (sce ch. 1). Compare with Raymond
William's (1997) DOIiœ of 'crealive pnM:cice'.
4rrbe lilerature OB coasumption and ideatity may also rmd a place in this discussion. For a good overview sec
McCrackeo (1988) or Miller (1W7).
SI bave IH'Ûcularly benefined from the anduopologically miDded studies of Biaya (1995). Jewsiewicki (1993)
and Jules-Rosette (1975; 1984). ail of wbic:h focus on the interactiœ between anislS and audiences. The
influence of this writiog 011 my wart is perbaps most evidcnt in my disœssioo of audicoœ participalioo in live
pafOl'lll8llœ (sc:e ch 7).
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slightest bit of embarrassment, Chéri Samba gives, if not imposes, bis advice and his opinions

on everyooe" (1995: 26).

The parallels between Samba and the popular musician Franco are striking

(Jewsiewicki 1991), not only in the moral content of their work, but aIso in the careful way

that they combine words and moods. While roany outside observers have commented 00 the

moralizing tone of African popular arts, 1want ta argue that a moralizing nanative style should

Dot he mistaken for a limited mastery of esthetic form, or worse ye~ a naïve form of pedantry.

Instead, it must he understood as an integral part of how popular arts are valued and what

African audiences and artists expect from each other. Singer Reddy Amisi: "People want to

identify with the singer. A singer- songwriter should do his own thing, but lite a writer and a

poIitician, he should educate. We have to educate young people so they don't make the same

mistakes" (Wed. Sept. 27, 1995). In this setting, music (just as painting, theater and oratory)

is only "good" insofar as it gives people something ta think: and talk about. Il is in this sense

that lyrics of popular sangs can he seen as live texts.6

Much has been written about the lyrics of Congolese popular music. In most writing,

song lyrics are not important in and of themselves, but are used to illustrate or complement a

particular point or theme (Martin 1994; Gandoulou 1989a). Nonetheless, there are some in..

depth analyses of panicuJar song texts as ideal types (Gondola 1992.01ema 1984; Mbala­

Nkanga 1997), and an increasing number of analyses which look at larger social questions or

problems as expressed through plpular song (Engundu 1995; Fabian 1978; Onyumbe 198~

1982b, 1983, 1994). Finally, there have been a number of attempts to classify the thematic

categories of song texts (Lonoh 1969; Tchebwa 1996; R.P.C. 1984). By far the Most prolific

writer in this area is Tshonga Onyumbe, a Congolese scholar who has published writing on

various subjects and on various themes related ta Congolese music. He recendy began a series

of biographies of the Most well-lmown Congolese plpular musicians, and is the onIy persan

6f"...discusses bow the wcll-Imown musicologist Huah Tœ:cy t wbal reaxdiog a sœg ofBosoo. asked die
musician to omit the lyrics in arder to brinI out the ..nslly ofbis pir-work. 1ap:e wim Fabian wben he
ntes: ',.. its own œotcxt. popuIar music is esseoti8l1y uarralivc" (1978: 331).
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to my knowledge to have compiled a list of 'modem' popular songs which cao considered to

he representative of popuJar tastes and consumer listening habits over time.7

Thus my analysis of lyrics cao ooly be seen as a complement 10 a rich body of

literature which a1ready exists. [have used sorne song texts which have been printed and

translated elsewhere, but 1a1so dmws examples from my own music collection, which is more

representative of popular music in Kinshasa over the last ten years. One of the shorteomings

of Many attempts to analyse the lyrics of popular music is the te~dency to posit a d~'"CCt

relationship between lyrical content and social reality (writers often argue that the presence of

song lyrics about a particular subject attests to its social importance). [want to talœ this

analysis one step further by arguing that popular music is not ooly a reflection of social

worlds, but a determining factor as well, a point which is now becoming well-documented in

much of the literature on performance in Africa (Erimann 19900; Fabian 1978; Kratz 1994;

Waterman 1990).

This part of the chapter is based œ the distinction between IWO primary units of textual

anaIysis: signposts and tropes. By 'signposts' [ Mean the thematic units that organize the

narrative structure of song texts, those elements that appear frequently in lyrics (e.g. money,

female beauty, life in the city, ete.) and that cao be easily identified byan 'average' lîstener.

The idea of 'trope' is somewhat more complex. 'Tropes' refer ta sustained, systematic

expressions which eut across and are to sorne extent independent of the narrative structure of

song lyrics (as in the common musical phrase, 'na leli yo' or '1 cry for you', see below).

Tropes are different from signposts because they situate structures of feeling simultaneously

within Iinguistic, cognitive and social arenas (Fernandez 1991; R. Williams 1997).8 Despite

7AlIhough Onyumbe obscures the proœss by whic:b he chose the 130 or 80 soogs wbich make up bis primary
col1ectioo. many of the soogs correspond witb tbe preliminary list 1bave oompiled. (for a sampling. sec
"RcaJrdings Cited"). The main aitaia wbicb 1proposai wae idenlifiability by al•• a'OSS-8CCbOO of the
population IiviDg in the capital. aad the likdihood tbat the song text will easily eliat disausion or debale on
manas of social. cultural or poIilicai importaace. For the purpose ofmy aoaIysis 1bave also beocfitted from
the J.ge nmnber ofKimbpse-based music publicaliODS tbal print lyrics ofpopuI. soogs on a semi-regular
basis (especially Disco Hit. SlIpuSttUs•.u.·As des As ).
8rbe cropes 1discoss below sean to bave the ability to 'book' Iistena'S or engage their interest in the lyrics of
the SOIIg. It a180 sc:ems Ihal tropes (espeQaUy in COIDpmSOO 10 signposts) olten play a perloaltionary
fonction.
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the fact that they occur more often than signposts, tropes are not commonly remarked upon

in popular accounts of the music's thematic content (see below). In this sense they remain

coded and unexamined, silently evoking powerful cultural symbols which are suggestive

and meaningful in themselves.

The theme of 'love' is particularly interesting because it is often used as both a

signpost (e.g. ~conjugallove', 'romantic love', 'love of 000') and a trope (e.g. ~love

makes me dizzy'). As 1will argue later in this chapter, the tberne of ~love' in Congolese

popular music acts as a kind of 'master trope' through which other tropes are expressed

and elaborated, sometimes occurring alone and sometimes accompanied by other tropes

or signposts. Pwono's (1992) discussion of song texts (white il does not cali attention

to the distinction 1am making here) shows the variety of ways in which love is used 10

speak about dirferent kinds of social interaction and processes (c.f. Tsing 1993). In the

following section 1will discuss five Key signposts which 1have identified for the

musical style. namely: male-female relationships, magic, death, the city, and money.

My choice of these signposts is based on my own personallistening, but also on the

choices of the lyric-based music literature which 1have discussed above.

Thematics in Popular Music

414

The majority of song texts 1will be using are taken primarily from 1970s, 1980s and

1990s Kinshasa. As 1have discussed in Chapter Two and Chapter Three, popular music \\las

being recorded and played as early as the 1930s, but 1have chosen more recent recordings

since theyare more readily accessible and because they more accurately reflect the period under

study for this research. Song texts from the early stages of professionalization (especially the

• 194(5) are orten more limited in scope: lyrics sing about the names of particular dances

~.
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("Merengue Scoubido"), the talent or charm of bandmembers ("Succès African Jazz'), or

countless examples of female beauty ("Marie Louise"), aspects which signal a very

pronounced male bias.9 Furthennore, the vast majority of song texts from this period are

much shorter than recent compositions, a factor which was primarily due ta the constraints

imposed by foreign control of the industry and the limitations of recording technology of the

lime. In many cases, song lexts from this period consist of nothing more than a repeating

chorus. 1do not want to suggest that these early songs are of less interest historicaJly or

sociologically.l0 On the contrary, their characteristic optimism and 'feelgood' esthetic

combined with conspicuous cultural borrowing (many songs were sung entirely in Spanish)

are an important window on life in a colonial African city, and will figure prominently in future

research in which 1will look at popular culture and the emergence of an African public sphere

in the colonial period.11

More extensive historical research May show how the thematics in lyrics vary over

historical periods (for one attempt to do so, see Luzibu (973), but my preliminary findings

suggest that there is more variation between artists than there is over time; many of lhe themes

1will discuss below were just as common in 1996 as they were irrl946. The real problem in

working with song texts is not periodization, but representativcness. In order to avoid the

problem of deciding which song texts or signposts are chosen ta best represent the musical

style, mast writers have taJœn to the Western impulse of categorization. The tirst altempt ta do

9rhis is DOt to suggest tbat later periods do DOt reOed the same bias. As the examples in this cbapter show,
the majority of popular songs (even those sung by women) are writtell by~ a Caet that is rarely remarked
upon in the aoaIysis of soug texts. One Coogolese (male) friend explained to me that this is part of the reason
tbat women consume as mudl music men (if DOt 1Jl(ft) and certainly heJps us UDdentaDd why women seem to
pay more attention to dle content of lyrics than men do. In ChapIer Five [ discuss briefly the phenomenoo of
'cross-singing', or the aJIIIIDOIl pracûce of male SiDgcn faking OD a femalc voice to sial about issues or
probIems frœn a 'woma's' perspective (for an e:wnple of sucb a tcxt, sec "Always Love, Never Just Love"
below).
1()'Dans un tel amtexte [colODial] ambigu, les thèmes de la musique Congolaise~CIlt d'une ttvoitaDte
naïvetc!; leur quotidi~ c!lait reJalive an surgisscmd d'un lype DOUV" d'homme sous-évalœ: déœptiODS

amoureuses, d6Iirs anodins. rêves d'un simulacre de boobeur, mythes avorta de puissance, prascntimalls
pâlibles de la mort toujours proche." (Nkasbama 1979: 95).
110bviously DOl ail of the carly CoogoIcse music is as ionocent as my cbaractcrimtioo would lead to believe.
Hae 1am tbiDking of the oftal cilCd auIi-œloaiai aatban ··Ata Ndclc", sec Gondola (1992) and odJer subde
aitiques 8uch as Roitdet's '~alamboogo, Kudia mbonlOY' CMakc mooey, eat money') or Wcudo's "BokiIo
M.abet

' ('Evit Motbcr-iJl-1aw').
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so was Michel Lonoh's influential early monograph (1969). Here he divides popular song

texts ioto three basic types: sujets eternels (timeless tbernes), sujets particuliers (other themes)

and ntllUre. Luzibu's (1973) analysis, which points to a general diversifying trend in lyrics

beginning around independence, focuses on women, politics, and money.12 A Congo­

Brazzaville sponsored publication on Congolese popuJar music divides thematics into the

seemingly innocent categories of youth, love, and the Congolese woman.13 Onyumbe's Most

general attempt to categorize song texts cornes in bis (1986) article about 'socio-economic'

problems in popular music. He includes the themes of clothes, food, ren~ pleasure.

parasitism, unemployment and prostitution. ln a later article (1988) his list includes themes

that are concerned in one way or another with family: marriage, polygamy, promiscuity,

prostitution, procreation, hospitality, solidaa;ty, inheritance, respect for adults, death and

respect for the dead.14

The most exhaustive scheme, however, is that proposed by Tchebwa (1996). 1will

present it in ils cntirety, followed by that of Lonoh (1969), which will serve as a basis of

comparison:

12Unfonunately. Luzibu's aoaIysis is limitai by a reductionislic association of theme with bistorical period and
is bliodcd by the heady poIitics of the carly Mobutu years: "During the period leading up lo indepcodenœ.
d1emes were limitai 10 individual exhubenlKe. The lack of freedom of expression explains this limitation. But
as soon as 1960 arrives, people feeling liberaled from the constrainlS of colOllialism willlay daim ta this
eveot. Finally fcding al home in tbeir own couolry, they will begin 10 sing about real social problems. They
are free 10 express their opinion. With frecdom of expression re-gained. mWJiCÎans are then able 10 speak about
society and its problems in their songs" (Luzibu 1973: 540). For a mucb more nuanœd discussion of the
rdatioosbip between poUlies and music. sec Onyumbe (1994).
13this rarely cited document. compiled by the Ministry ofEducation in Brazzaville. is nothing if DOl
enigmatic. The sraced purposcs oC the publication 2ft to "vulgarise" Lingala. ··a Coogolese languagen and is
inteodcd as a complemcot to previous Lïngala-bascd pamman and le~COIIS published by the samc service. A
saies of soop are presenlcd. eacb widl the original Lingala lyria. a French traDsJalion., line-by~1ine aoaIysis of
the lyrics, a vocabulary 1i8~ aad a grammatical analysis. Not surprisinpy. the lext ignores the poIitics oC
language within the œunlry, cultural poIitics vis-à-vis the West (Coogo-BrauAviUe was al Ibis lime socialist).
and especially n:latioas betwcaa Cooao-BrazDVille aad zaire. The reaIcr will ooIiœ the remarkable way in
whidl poIitical pmp8I8Dda is fmmed with pidUreS of records and~. and the sœg tides (such as
'701aDda Nzela", •Let'5 Follow the PaIh'), wbidl bave ootbiDg tg do witb the subjed of Congolese women
binted al in the SCdÎoobde.
14esewbere. Onyumbe bas focuscd bis writiDg 0Il pwticul. social issues or tapics, the mie of women (1982).
mooey (1983), poIilics (l994b) and poIiticalsub-text (1994b). Nonetbdcss. the e:ataloguiog urge is still vay
present in bis work. Toptber widl BogumilIewsiewicki, he n:œody bcpn oompiling mil transaibing a
ooUectiOll ofmore ....300 JXlPUIar 80IIp in cbrœological ordcr siDœ iMcpmdcnœ.



Themes in Urban Music

1.1 Kinshasa in SODg
1.2 Sound mazes of the "ville-plaisir"
1.3 Crealivityand getting by
1.4 L'Ambiance
1.5 Nostalgia
1.6 Mooey-Love-Women
1.7 Wcmen and Moncy
1.8 Marriage
1.9 PeddIing
1.10 Feminine Charm
l.11 Love and the Heart
1.12 Dcath and Ftmerals
1.13 Diattibes and RivaIry
1.14 Mysticism
1.15 Prostitution
1.16 Meo-Women-~y

1.17 Urban Adveotures
1.18 Senile Deünqueocy
1.19 Passionale Love
1.20 Feminine BeaUly
1.21 Social Hierarcby
1.22 Maniai We
1.23 Society
1.24 Religious Beliefs
1.25 Travd
1.26 &oIogy
1.27 Promiscuity
1.28 Signs of the Times

(/rom Tclu!bwa 1996)

Lonoh's categorization reads less like an inventory:

Substance or COIDDlOO Themes

A. Bernal Themes
1. Love
2. l\Jfarriage and Manied Ufe
3. Moralily (Deontology. Ethics)
~. UCe, or Man in Society
5. DeaIh. or the &ad of Man

B. Other Themes

a. The &4Made in Coogo" Metbod (polilicai praisc)
b. The Immortality oC Art aud the Paiodicity of PoIitics
c. Propagaoda

1. Propapnda: Politics, Heros, PoIiliai Panics. My COlmtty
2. Advatising: Musicians aod Tbcir Groups~ Ibc Milieu, Bm-s/Cafes
3. lmaginmy Cbara1en aod Satire

C. Nature

(/rom wnoh 1969)
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The most obvious difference between these two eategorizations is that the first is a

simple list of recurring themesy while the second bas grouped recurring themes together in

particular ways. A doser look., however, reveaJs the extent to which Lonoh '5 analysis is

grounded in politics. His greater sensitivity to the pllitical and economic aspects of cultural

production (propagan~ commercialization, satire) must he understood in the context of his

professional training (like Mobutu, joumalism and the military) and bis proximity to the

Mobutu regime.15 Another point which emerges from this comparison is the degree of

slippage between thematic categories (especially in Tchebwa's breakdown). In reality, the

idea of separating out certain thernes and identifyjng them with particular songs is a difficult

undertaking y not only because most songs are polyvocal and polysemic, but also because

different people can use the same song in very different ways.16 In fac!, as 1will argue later

in this chapter, the degree to which a song text is open-ended is an important factor in

detennining the song's popularity.

Previous anempts to genemlize about meaning in popular Congolese music y despite a

great deal of careful research, tell us very little about how lyrics from popular sangs are

understood and used. In arder to fill in this gap, 1have proposed that the lyrics from songs he

analyzed as 'live texts' from which people draw and to which they add insights of their own.

These texts are 'live' not only in the context of live performance, wbere artists and 'sponsors'

interact freely, and lexts are modified according to who is present in the audience (ch. 8), but

also in everyday practice, where song texts are 'activated' by non-musicians. Reprinted lyrics

circulate in the local press and become a source of symbolic capital for those who have the

15r..onoh was ODe of the oriJinal 'COIDpagDODS de la révolution'.
16g0lh Barber (1987) and De Boedt (1996) bave disc:usaed Ibe idea of 'surplusy meminp in Afriam exJRSsive
adturey aD idm wbicb RSODIICS with Mbanbe's (1996) nobOO of 'simullaDCOUS multiplicities' of meaning.
KraIz ... aIlIed altallioo to die way tbat studics c1 symbols ,.-eIy distiopisb betwem iaformatioo from
'speci3!!!~' aad various sons oC 'DOD-spccialists'. Nordo they distiDpish betwecnlbc laoguage of 8OIIp,
prayas, or speeches (sec KraIz 1990). My aoalysis of soag texts sugcsls abat Ibc '.'-I08F' of SODI diffas in
imporlaDt ways from othcr pedOl'lD8live aam:s (and fnm everyday forms~ spea:b), but furtber rc:scadI is
llCiœS8Y to show ex.:dy how dIae œffcn:aœs -= opaaIiœalized. Studâcs wbida look al n:aurinc1haDcs
aaoss gcma or media (c.f. Fabian 1978) may show bow symbols int.erKt or ovalap iD UllpRdidabie ways.
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money to purchase them and the schooling to read them [figure 9.1]. Catchy phmses (usually

shouts) are picked up by politicians and commercial advertisers to win public suppo~ and the

same phrases are deformed and reformuJated in the play of popuJar discourse.17 Women sing

songs in public to criticiu negligent husbands and to challenge their rivais" channeling

potentially explosive emotions through the safe,. indirect means of popular song. lB

The PoUlies ofUJve Songs

Any discussion of African popular music must necessarily deal with the various layers

of meaning which make the analysis of lyrica1 content such a challenge. In the previous

chapter 1examined the way tbat relations of political subordination are embedded in the

Congolese practice of 'singing the sponsor" (ch. 8), whether thal sponsor he a commercial

entity or an individual 'patron' in the fomt of a plütical figure or 'homme d'affaire'.

Elsewhere 1 have focused on the subtle play of self-censorship and poIiticai sub-text in papular

music (see below; also Onyumbe 19(4),. arguing that 'political' sangs are not only those that

sing about politicians.19 ln this sense, lyrics in Coogolese popular music are clearly

'political',. but they are also 'de-politicized':

17Emeoeya's self-promoting bauJe ay "Ya Mokolo-Aleki Baogo'" (Big Boss-Beuer Tbm the Rest) was
quickly dropped from bis repertoire as soon as it beaIme aJIDDlOD currcocy in praidential PfOPIIanda for
Mobutu. One of Kinshasa's major brewaies picked op &he musical iDlajc:dÎOI1 "Movement Ela Côté Dyo"
('The Movanent is on This Side') for ilS 1996 beer campaign. Youag Congolcse entertain each odIer by
crcaIing meanïDgs for the cryptic shouts wbid1 àrcuIaIe wildly in KiDslJMa despilC the faet tbat masl people do
DOl know their original meaaing (White 1998b).
18During my stay in Kinshasa. il was very COIDIDOIl for people passiDg me iD the sb'ed to begin singing as
SOOII as lbey approached me and stop SOOI1 afterwmls. 1oevcr askal 8IlYone about Ibis, but it seemed to oœur
most oCten with young men and boY'. 1 was rarely able to uoderstaDd ",bal tbey weœ sioging, but Ibis practiœ
clcarly bail .. daneot of playful teasing.
19Recordinp prior to the 19908 leIIded to raerve "political' COIlICDtforspcàfic 'polilicai' soup. lbus the
excitemmt .-ouod inde.-.-ienœ produced "7ab1e Reade"'. "Mereogue IWsidaat"," the DDt œtal cited
"IndépeDdmœ Cha Cha". Latcr n:cordiDp bcpD to take the fonn of praise SODp for partiad.. poIiticiaDs
("Co1oac1 BaapIa"", "MobuIu MalialeUr", "Mobutu Gmdidat naBiao") or poIiticai p1a1fOftllS rIDdépaIdaDœ 28
Novembre"", "Votez Ven", "s Ansj. FnD:o•• pncularly well-known for tbis type of poIitical
praiscsingin.; bis 1975 rclcae llkrœ Anniw,mir~is DUMIe op aImost catiRly of songs about the M.PR. and
Mobutu. For _ ovavicw of poIilic:s iD the music of the Mobutu yan, ace Onyumbe (1994).
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From ODe perspeclive, the depoliticization of lyrics caB he seeo as a result of people's need to escape a
state of potitical oppressioo and cconomic aisis, and il is also true lhat political messages are oftell
oested in seemingly apoIiticai forms tbrough the use of metaphoricallanguage and politica1 sub-rexts
(Fabian 1998; Onyumbe 1994). But as some cultW'a1 crities have observed, perbaps the a-poütical is
the message (Hebdige 1979; Mbembe 19928), Dot only because dcc1araIions of love cao be ooosidered
subversive (Abu-Lughod 1990; Fabian 1978) but also becausc the silence surrounding politics speab a
great deal about the limitations on freedom of expression in aothoritarian regimes (œmpare with
Averill 1997 and Ndaywd 1993).

Most soukouss musicians sttictIy avoid political content in their music. They prefer ta sÏDg about
malters of the beart partly beawse lyrics of a poIitical D8lUre would he lost 00 an audience which is
primarily Don-lingala speaking. But musicians are also conœmed about holding on to a fan base
wbicb Ihey be1ieve would tom ils back œ music with polilically engaged lyrics... In many cases
musicians sing about love because "this is what people WaIlt to hear". especially female fans, who are
bigbly valued by musicians because it is believed tbat women often influence men to boy cassettes and
COS [which is DOt surprising given the fact that the majority of siogers are men]. While it is
probably tnIe that many musicians sing about love out of personal pleasure. che tendeocy to avoid
political thernes al SOlDe level bas to do with the faet that mast musicians depend on pattons and fans
in arder to supplement Iheir inoomes as musiciaos ... Il is in chis sense mal commercial dance music
must be seen as profoundly poIiticai.

(from White 1998a)

In this contex~ musicians have ta 'watch' what they sing, not onJy to avoid

censorship, but also to anract and maintain as many fans as possible. From my notes:

He also teUs the story about bow Koffi (Olomide) expressed bis reluctanee to panicipale in a Red
Cross bcnefit by giving me explanatioo lhat be had to be very careful about bcing associated with
poIitics. ''l'm Imown as a singer who sings about love. Dot potities. If 1 starl singing about the effects
of war in Arrica. tben rn have ta talk about prisoners of war and aU that (Nov. 2, 1995).

While most musicians are busy trying to win the favor of those in power (or simply trying to

keep out of their way) others have put themselves directly in the den of the 'leopard':
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franco, a colossal figure of the Kinshasa music scene and close friend of MobubJ.leams that one of
bis girlfriends bœ bcen seduced by Kengo Wa Doodo, former Prime ~ster ofZai.re and long-lime
ally of Mobutu. In response. Franco puts out a soug ("Hélène') in wbich he insults bis ex-girlfriend's
genirals. her bygiene. and ber skills as a lover. Kinshasa is scandalized and wi thin !wo days Franco is
jailed by Kengo.20 Upoo leaming of thïs. MobubJ frees Franco from jail and awards Kengo with a
demotioo. This time Franco records 6'Tailleur" (1987). a song intended for Keogo in which he sings
the story of a railor who believed himseIf important uotil bis boss look away bis needle and thread.
Cheri Samba'! painting '11le Arrest of a Musician" (Jewsiewiclri 1995: 25) is said to he inspiœd by
Franco's raie:

The mest of a musician tbal siogs oames forbidden by the state:
Marie Jeanne, Marie Jeanne
If1don't sec you,my heart goes 'goun" 'gOlm'! 'goun"
~farie Jeanne, the girl from Zaïre
~1arie Jeanne, the girl from ~!atoDge.

Wben the weU-known singer Tabu Ley first learned that Mobutu had seduœd bis wüe Théthé, he was
just relUnling from a tour in Europe. For the sake of revenge, Tabu Ley seduces Mobutu's wife and
afterwards composes the song "Balabala" ('the street ') in whicb he sings about a woman 50 easy to
seduce that she is like a street because everyooe cao "pass through"

(l'aken from White 1997: 21).

Thus song texts about male-female relations are probably the most effective way 10 sing about

the relations and abuses of politica1 power (Fabian 1998; Sahlins 1985). Examples such as the

ones cited above are good illustrations of how song texts are ~made live' and how popular

song is used to mediate and influence various social and political outeomes.

200a the life and limes ofFl3IlCX), sec Ewens (1994). Debbonvapi Olcma's dissertation al the University of
Moottâl is amœmcd with the tbcmabc CODlCDt of Frmc.o's music. Aa:ording 10 Glana (1984) tbis is DOt the
first lime Franco was matai. In 1974 he w. jailed for haviDg SttoDpy aiticizing the exœsses of Kinshasa's
DIUICGIt bourgeoisie in a SODI caIled ItCherie Boadowe". In the late 19t1>s several musicians wen: mated fm'
obseDilies in thcir music~ tlltanD, ye ""ana. yango na yango). On the anat of early musiCÎaIIS such • Adon
Benla. sec GoodoIa (1992).
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Thematic Signposts

In this section 1will discuss a set of five themes or signposts which characterize the

thematics of 'modem' Congolese music. While the set of signposts [ have selected is by no

means iotended to he an exhaustive list, ils individual elements are certainly representative of

popular music in Kinshasa since independence. Unless otherwise indicated, all tmnseriptions

and translations of songs are my owo. In sorne cases, 1 have used other sources (bath written

and oral) to verify my work. Sorne texts will he longer to show how different themes appear

together, interact and overlap, and sorne will he shorter ta focus the reader's attention on

particular themes or tbematic umts. Comments sUlTounding the lyrics are not intended to bring

closure 10 the texts, but to suggest possible interpretations. 1 have decided to include the

original versions of song texts, not ooly sa that the (Lingala) reader cao examine the way that 1

have translated these texts, but also SC) that he/she may identify other signposts and tropes

which have escaped my analysis.21

Always Love, Never Just Love

We'rejust üke you Ameriams; we aJways sing about love (Papa Wema. Jan. 7, 1996).

Fabian's (1978) early article on popular culture in Arrica, probably one of the first

systematic attempts ta explore tropes of meaning in popular fonns of cultural expression,

focuses on a 'centtai theme'-the maie-female relationship-in three different expressive media

(popular religion, popular painting, and popular music). For Fabian, the frequent lyrics about

21SoDg tides in pR11lhescs are iDteDdcd to refer the readcr to 0Iher relevant examples. 1uodcrstaod tbat most
readcrs will DOl have accas to many of the recordinp 1am n:fermcing. Addiliooal râaeoces to song aides
bave bea1 iDcluded with CœgoIese n:aders in miDd.
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pain and suffering in male-female relations constitute a symbolic artistie trope whieh is specifie

10 the medium of music, the 61ove-complaint' song:22

Popular song evokes, above ail. a mood of resignatiœ; longing. regret. and suffering are SOlDe of the
concrete ways in which this is expressed. Love-complaint soogs are sentimeolal and nostalgic.
attihldes tbat betray eitber a Jack of resolutiOD or a œrtain powerlessness, or bath (ibid: 327).

While this 6mood of resignatiOl1' is certainJy common in contemporary popular music

("Zekere"; 66Diva"), there are other common moods in which the narrative centers around the

protagonist's intentions to do whatever necessary 10 win the heart of his/her loved one

(66Eluzam"; "Manzaka Ebende"). Total surrender is adeclaration of love:

Bisika nyoso oakokende
Ara batongi ngai
Nakotika te oasi naodima
MakaJa mpo Da ya
Naodima buale po na yo

Wberevcr 1go
No matter wbat they say
ru never let go. l've made up my mind
['II even go to ~fakala [prison] for you
Whalever it laites to keep you

r'Onassis ya zaïre", Zaiko Langa Langa. 1rn 1. in Tchebwa 1996: 297)

Ala bafiogi se npi
Aca bamooi sc ngai
Likambo le ya ngai ua yo
Pete na mosapi

("Pete ua Mosapi", O.KJ~ ibid)

Even if lhey insult me
Even if they accuse me
No problem for us two
[You'U bave] a ring on YOlU' fmger

Femme beauty and charm is one of the most common themes in Congolese papular song

("JuJienne Importée", UKitamata", "Marie Louise"). Men's ability to identify and describe

these traits in women invariably leads to disorientaton and vulnerability (c.f. Guibault 1993:

161):

22The use of the word 'complaint', 'l'hich canics a uegalive OOIIDOCaIion (c.e. 'to 'l'bine', 'to bitd1'. 'to gripe'•
etc.), does Dot sean to fit witb load n:adiDgs of this narrative positiœ. The Irope of sadness (suffering,
sonow, bLwtbreak. beartacbc. pain. md blues). 'l'hicb appean iD Dlusial ail over the wood, is most often
assoàaled with Africm-derived musical fonDS (cspecially Nues. COUDIry, aad oIber kiDds of 'sorrow soop', !Ce

W.E.B DuBois 1994), but il is œrIaiDIy DOt unique to African music or musial of Africm origine



Baiola eloogi namooa
Posa pembeni nalaIa yo
Omanga naye zoba po nalingi ya
Tambola make Dgai natala
Seka moke mino pemhe emooana
Ngai nayaka nzolo po nalingi ya
Bakaoga yo sulri ya maboko
Nzela ozda tango tokobima
Otala moto noki oakufa na mwa
Omanga naye zoba po nalingi yo

Tum sol canseeyourface
Come closer so 1cao look al you
Omanga you make me stupid with love
Walk a bit so 1cao look lat you]
Smile a bit to show your white teeth
[ cao't conttol myself1love you 50

They braided YOlU' haïr by band
Wheo we go oot 1waal everyooe to sec you
If you look al anotba' man ru die jealous
Omanga you make me stupid with love
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("'Omanga", Mrisa InleJ'Dalional. 1980. in Tchebwa 1996: 266)

Bandajour mama a botaki ngaï
Nazalaki kozela yo
Bœi otikeli ngai goOl ya mafUla ya nzoi?
Boni okati noki oyo ya ngai bonheur?
NaDi akoki oodima 87J1Dga
Elok'oyo alinga à l'infini?

Since the day my mother gave birth to me
l've been waiting ooly for you
Why did you leave me with lhis faste of houey"
Why did you cut short my happiness?
Who cao sland to he without
The thing they love infmitely"

rFouta Djalloo", Koffi Olomide~ 1995)

As 1discussed in Chapter Two, women are a1so scorned for immordi behavior, such as

pursuing marerial goods and threatening the stability of others' marriages:

Ngai ~farie ua zuaka mingi
Aaa mobali ya Kapïnga asombeli ngai mobylette
Ayebi ha boutons afoogolaki
Tango perruque ebimaki ngai nazuaki

Me (Marie) 1get ail kinds of things
Kapinga's husbaod eveo hought me a moped
He knows wbat buttons he opened
When wigs wcre popular 1got ODe too

("Quatres BouIoIU", O.K. Jazz, 1964. in Onyumbe 1983)

Thus women are perceived as evil (Beek 1992; Mekaeha 19(2), always in search of money,

and therefore DOt to be tnlsted ("Mathinda Mathi"). Because of their beauty they are high in

demand and unanainable like the mamiwara mennaid:



Ahmamiwata
Ble vend sa beauté et son corps sexy
Elle vend sa beauté aux end1ères
Ble vend sa beauté sans problème en Zaïre~ en CFA...
Elle ne fait qu'exposer son corps, ses gestes
En les proposant aux enchèRs au plus offrant
Cette façœ de se maquiller, de marcher. de danser
Ble maquille bien sa face, toujours bien parfumée
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AhmamiWala
She seUs ber beauty and ber sexy body
Sbe sells her beauty al the auetion
...without any problem, in Zaires. CFA~ ..
AIl sbe does is show ber body, ber movements
By oCferïog than to the bighest bidder
Her way of wearing malœup, walking, dancing
She makes herself up and sbe a1ways smells nice

("Mamiwata", ~yaula, in Tchebwa 1996: 289)

Despite this mistnlst and disillusionmenl, the situation of unmarried women evokes sympathy

from male songwriters who compose songs from the female perspective ("Ngai Marie Nzoto

Ebeba"; "Mpo Ngai Ndumba"; "Ekonda"), but in sorne cases the text remains ambiguous with

male critique. According to the perspective of this male-generated text, as long as women are

Dot married, they cannot lead happy, normal lives. The woman in this narrative compares

herself to the other women around her, and concludes that life as a single woman bas left her

behind. Her bcxiy grows tired of having ta actively pursue a source of income and male

attention (often confiated), and the light of clay is equated with suffering. Her Iife seems to

have taken the wrong pathy but it is Dot clear who is to blame [audio eue 10]:



Nzambe taldanga likambo oyo
Muto mobimba ngai na lali te
Na miyokeli nzoto na ngai mawa
Baninga bazuwa bomcngo, ngai na retard
Mibali balingaka ngai, mibali ya batu
Vta nga na banda vie na bomwana
Naou ngai na mwa mobali na nga moko te...

Allah talelanga likambo oyo
~fakolo ya DaDi oyo nga oaIanda
Baninga bamwa chanceux, baugo ha lUwa
Na butu mokolo moko etutani na mobali
Ngai na bwaka loboko, mbetu na mbetu
Ngai na koma komikwanya tango nyoso
Na miyokeli kitoko na ngai mawa, oh maDJa...

Nzambe talclanga likambo oyo
Vraiment na lembi na bayer 0 la vie
Po na zuwa mbongo ya collier il faut na senga
Po na zuwa mbongo ya monganga il faut Da senga
Po na luka mbongo ya laXi il faut na senga
Soki na seogi te, pasi na pasi
VraiDlellt saki na bimi te, pasi na pasi
Soki na boug~ te bafamiUe pasi na pasi, ob mama...

Allah talelangai likambo oyo
La vie oyo ngai nabandi kolanda
Nalingi butu eya Dalala nalika ko kanisa
Saki tongo esali problème na problème
Batu ha oyongo mbongo mmki mbongo makelemba
Na lembi kokosa na bayer oyo la vie
Saki na laIi na guarderobe
BiJamba na leka na bwaka nzoto, oh marna..

Nzambe taldanga likambo oyo
La vie ya kimwasi pasi na pasi
Na miyokeli nzolo na ngai mawa
Bana po nabota tata na tata
Balata yango ha sundola bana
Hopitale, ~finervale ya bana kaka ngai
Na lembi na sengi ua mokili na limwa. po na basana...
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Ob God look al my situation [problem]
Everyone is sleeping except me
l'm so very unhappy
My frieods me all happy (ricb], l'm left behind
The men that Iike me ail beloog to someone else
Ever sinœ 1was a young girl
I"ve oever bad a man of my own

Ob Gad look al my situation
Whose footsteps am 1following?
Ali my friends are lucky, they have theirs
At night she kicks bim in ber sleep
1 tbrow my anns everywheœ, nothing but a mauress
l'm a1ways itcbing somewbere
l'm 50 very unhappy

Oh God look at my situatioo
l'm fcd up, 1can't take it aoymore
To gel money for a necklace 1 have to ask
To gel money for magic, 1 have to ask
To gel mODeY for a taxi, 1 bave to ask
Ifl doo't Mk, probIems and more problems
If 1doo 't go out, problems
If 1doo't move some, problems for my family

Oh Gad look at my situalioo
This life l've begua to lead
1 waot oigbt to fall sa 1cao sleep and slop thinking
When the mornïDg cames, il's notbing bUI problems
Everywhere [ hIm someone is asking me for money
l 'm tired of lying, 1cao 't take it anymore
If 1look in the doset
l've soId everytbing 1OWD

Gad look al my situation
The life of a single woman is DOthing but problems
l'm so very unbappy
AlI of my children widl different falhers
And me fatbers neglect tbar children
Hospiral and school fces 1have to pay mysdf
('m tired, [just waot ta disappear, ta forget

('"c'est Dur la Vie d'une Femme Cilibataire", OK. Jazz, 19(1)

Life as a couple is also p1agued with problems, and love eventually goes sour ("Matata ya

mwasi..."; "Eswi Yo Wapi?"; "Aruna"; "Fouta Djallon''). Jealousy is an ongoing source of

conflic~ and men use the tbreat of leaving to maiotain the upper band:



Gyebi mwasi oyo ngai nakendeke na ye
Nalembi kotuoaka ngai likambo oyeba
Mokolo okorépéler lisusu
Nzambe Marie. na kotiya yo pembeni

You know the woman 1was walking with
l'm tired of talkiDg about tbings yoo already know
The day you ask me again
1swear. Marie. rm going to leave you
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r'Gare à Toi ~en. O.K. Jazz. 1967. in Onyumbe 1988: 159)

What women find unacceptable is not the presence of multiple partners per se~ but a flow of

material goods and resources which is imlBlanced in favor of rivals (Schoepf and Engundu

1991). Since affection is often expressed through money and gifts ("Quatres Boutons"),

sharing a man with anolher woman means sharing financial resources and jeopardizing

financial security:

libala a bombanda bolingo partagé oh chérie
Na kokoka le ngo libala a bombanda
Soki boye tokabolalikwela divorcer chérie

Maniage with a rival means sbared love, cheri
1cao't cake il anymore baving a rival
If that's the way il is.let's get a divorce

C'Bombanda Compliqué'. ~fayaula. 1978. ibid)

Thus the majority of Congolese songs continue ta he about love and other matlers of the heart

The sacred trinity of Congolese popular music-- 'moterna' Cheart'), 'bolingo' Clave'), and

'chérie' Cloved one')--bas remained in tact since the music's early professionalization period

beginning in the 1950s (see ch. 2,3). But as 1 have tried to show above. 'love songs' are not

only about 'love'.23

23Marshall SabIiDs bas shown that Hawaii8lliove soop arc DOl just about 'love', or ·sex' , but a1so about the
polilical ecooomy of the rqion: uWe cao sec why Hawaü_ me 50 interested in scx. Sex was everythina:
nmk, power, wealth, land, aad the seauity of ail these" (1985: 26).
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Preachers and Potions

When things between a couple are not going weil, the use of witchcraft (fetish ) is both

an explanation for the problems and a potential solution. ln Coopter Five 1explained sorne of

the rumors that circulate about musicians' use ofÏetish. The success that paputar rnusicians

have, Dot only in their professionallives but also in their love lives, is often explained in terms

of the force of hislher nkisi (magic, charms). While almœt ail musicians are suspected of

resorting to fetish, they aImost never admit as much. The only exception being those

musicians that tom to Christian prayer and denounce their 'satanic' practices of the past (Frère

Débaba formerly of Choc Stars, Mopero of Shama Shama, Bimi formerly of Zaiko Langa

Langa, to mention only a few). From my notes:

Talkiug with Defao this aftemOOD. He saïdhe's never doneferish. Never. "Maybe the doormen do il,
bUl DOt the musiciaos... "But you guys pray?" 1asked. "Of COlD'Se, we have to pray. Wc bave lo
glorify him [God), butfetish ... ifs not good. When 1 was in Choc S"s, we had the line up of aU
the SW8. To get that going again is very difficu1t, Carlylo is a preacher, Debaba is a preadler ...
Everybody does religious music DOW (April 11 , 1996).

The majority of popuJar musicians have remained weil within what many Christians cali 'la

musique profane' ('profane·, Le. 'modem' music). Nonetheless., Many musicians iotegrate

Christian references and language ioto their texts., some internaliziog religious discourses

("Sauve Qui Peut"; "L'Espoir en Christ"; "Démocratie"), and others taking a more critical

stance ("Frère Edouard"; "Voisin").

Christianity, however, remains powerless with regards 10 matters of the heart (al least

between those out of wedlock). Many young people consult rituaI specialists (nganga) 10

detennine their chances for loog-lerm cornpanionship, and in sorne cases love Medicine (nlcis;

ya bolingo) is used ta inOuence the relationship's outeome (Oraeber 1997; Little 1973;

Raymaekers 1960-61; Taussig 1993: 52-57). Rivais are a constant tbreat and the best way to

combat them is by proteeting the self tbrough magic:



Ascogi basokola ngai na masanga ya mbila
Makasu misatu~ bougies misatu
Bachanœ ezonga ngai Da nmto
Mbmda a1cki ngai na nyoso
A1eki ngai na mbongo, asombi lopango
Atongi ndaku na Mont Ngafula

The [nganga] toId me to wasb in palmwine
Thn:e cola nuts~ tbree candies
To gel back my good fortune
My rival beats me al everything
She bas more money, she boughl some land
She built a bouse in Mont Ngafula
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('°Amba", UpwaLipwa. Tchebwa 1996: 285)

But mystic means are also used for the purposes of eliminating the competition:

Nganga anmi Kata "'Nasaia nini'"
Kato alobi "Nganga boma Marie"
Ayokaki Catherine boye
Alobi Da nganga '7ika kobanga
Na kofula yo mbongo okosenga"

The nganga asks Kate °What do you waot me to doT'
Kato says, "lciU Marie"
He beard what sile said
She said to the nganga. "Ooo't wony
l'Il pay wbatever it takes"

("Catherine", OK. Jazz. 1964, in Onyumba 1988: 174)

In a strangely frightening text about witches and their nkisi, Bavon Marie-Marie (Franco's

younger brather) seems to foreshadow bis untimely death only a matter of months after this

song was released. What is striking about this text is that Bavon caUs into question the

immortality of witches and charms, but not their existence (c.f. Gable 1995). He expresses a

tired feeling, most likely because bis newly eamed fame occ8Sioned fears of increased

witehcraft against him:

Ndoki pc akufaka
Nkisi pc epoIaka
Malamu boboma nga nakufa
Na lembi ngai mwaoa moto

Witdlcs die toc
And duwms go bad
l'd raIhcr you kill me
l'm sa Iircd...

(kMaseke ya Meme", Négra Sua:à, 1968, in Tdlebwa 1996: 287)
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Who Will Cry For Me When 1Die?

Iodced.life bas itself become. in the words of the acton. cadavré, sinistré, déclassé. 'pavé. Mbolca
ekufi, 'the country bas diC(r was a frequendy heard expression in laite. and il still is in the new Coogo
(De Boeck 1998a: 4).

Death bas become banal in contemporary Congo-Zaïre (ibid). The difficulty of access

ta basic health care and the geneml decay of health-related infrastructure in Kinshasa (Devisch

19(6) have only been made worse by the complexity of public health threalS, the Most well­

publicized of which is HIV-AIOS (Hunt 1997; Schoepf 1993). Funerals, runeraI processions

and funeraI parties are increasingly common sights, and people passing by, if they say

anything al ail, speak under their breath: "Nzambe-oh..." COear God... '). The increasing

presence of death in the city struck me before 1had begun my first full day in Kinshasa. From

my notes:

When 1asked Serge to draw a map ofKins~ he hesitated at rml. He started by puttiDg dots where
ail the zones (neigbborhoods) were. Wheo he bad the initial of eacb zooe in place. orgaoized roughIy
in relation to one another. he tben ralled in their oames. Theo. speakîDg out loud, he said "cimitièren

as if he wu trying 10 decide where to place the cemetery. 1'heœ wu SOlDe discussion and then he
carefully placed across near the bouom of the map. He filled it in and said '-Tu sais c'est quoi 'r' He
was DOl testing me. as much as tl'ying to make sure bis map was unmistakiDgly clear. 1said. "Ifs
either a cllurch or a a:mctery." ··Voila,n he said. and Ihc oIhers ooddcd. TheIl he dRw a seœnd and a
thîrd. carefully mlïng d1cm in 50 [ would he sure ro understand what the symbol stood for. Theo he
was flDished. No sladiums. no schools, DO intersections. no statues, stn:ets or oigbt clubs,just zODes

and cemetaries. '"Ouy:· he said. '~hatdse do you want ta sœr (July 24, 1995)

Before aniving te Kinsh~1 had heard a great deal about the importance of the end­

of-mourning funeral parties wbich are known locally as matanga. These events generally

attJact a great deal of interest, not only as sites of spiritual renewal and family reunion, but also

as social spaces in wbich individuals and groups from different socio-economic categories

galber 10 observe each other and participate in various forms of sociability and distinction

(Balandier 1955; Comhaïre-Sylvain 1968; Pwono 1992). Nonetheless, very few of my
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friends and informants followed through on my suggestions that we attend these ceremonies

togethery perhaps because people (in theory) only attend matanga where they are familiar with

the family y or perhaps because the increasing number of maranga bas 100 10 a certain degree of

funeml fatigue. As De Boeck bas observedyu ••• ythere aren't enough tears left to moum the

dead', for they have simply become loo numerous" (De Boeck 1998a: 21). Surrounded by the

living dead, people in Kinshasa are tmpped in a state of anomie and are increasingly faced with

their own mortality. Death represents a kind of release througb which individual identity is

socially acknowledged (uProfitez"). Dying is perceived as a desireable end insofar as it makes

possible a new kind of liCe:

Mokolo na kokufa nkake ekobela
Kadi olobefaka balo maloba na ngai ya suka
Moto oangai bakamata basala monument
Soki mopaya aye balobe1a ye nsango
Bambanda bakosepela basi ngai na tiki
BafamiUe bakosepela biloko ngai na tiki
Bioemi bakoloba: Apusa lofundo
Ebembe ya soso mataDg8 te
Nalapa nzembo. oaIapa makanisi
Mabele!

The day 1die thlDlder will boom
K.adi tdl everyone my last words
Take my bead and mate a monument
If a foreigner passes. tell mm my story
My rivais will he happy with the wamen lleave behiod
My family will he happy with the things 1 leave behind
~fy enemies will say: "He wu too cooœited"
No one moUIDS for a dead cbicken
1'11 oever sing agBiD. oever tbink again
Ta the ground!

(UMabele", O.K. Jazz. 1974, in Mbayu 1989)

Thus death is seen as a Corro of persona! justice for the poor. Not only does it equalize

differences based on race and classy but it also exposes the vices of greed, self-centeredness,

and irresponsibility:

YOlU' mooey can't protect you from deaIh.
In the face of dcalb. we're ail poor
If you're meao, people wiD ailicizc you [afler you die]
Rich people ooly come to give DIOIlcy
And then they leave tbc nnanga
Tbc poor people stay the wbole time

(fuoeral song by l'Orcbcstte Onkok, no tide)



Mokolo na kokufa nani a kolela ngai'?
Na koyeba te 0 tika namilela
Liwa ya zamba soki te Iiwa ya mboka
Liwa ya pasi soki le liwa ya mayi 0 mama

MokoJo na kokufa
Ngai moto ya pauvre
Nakaoisa AKIa mwasi oyo nabala
Nakanisa Oka bana oyo nabota
Nasepela kaka pasi ya mokili ezali kotikala
Mokolo na kokufa

~Iokolo na kokufa
Ngai moto ya mbongo
Nakanisa falanga mingi 0)'0 na tiki
Nakanisa lopango ua bacamigno
Nakaoisa bana na ngai na tika na Poto
MokoJo na kokufa

Mokolo na kokufa
Ngai molo ya L.~ili

Nakaoisa copo ya masanga na ngai
Nakaoisa mingi kaka suka ya sanza
Tango na melaka ngai na banïnga
Mokolo na kolwCa

Mokolo na kokufa
Ngai mwasi ya ndumba
Nakanisi nini kaka pmuque nangai
Nakanisi nini kaka bilamba na ngai
Na tolela kaka African Fiesta etikala mama
Mokolo na kokufa

The day 1die who will cry for me?
1will never know t just let me ay for myself
Will 1die in the Ccrest or in my village']
A painful death or a drowning? oh marna

Theday 1die
Me, a poor man
1willlhiok of Aida. the woman 1martied
1will thiok only of my children
1will he happy lO lcave the suffering oC this world
1bedayldie

Theday 1die
Me, a rich man
1 will think of all the money 1 leave behind
1 will think of my properties and my vebicles
1will thiok of my children living in Europe
lbeday 1die

Theday 1die
Me, a dnmkard
1 willlhink of my glass of beer
1will thiok only of my end of the month
When 1drink with my friends
Theday 1die

Theday (die
Me, the prostitute
Whal will 1 think of? Only my wig
Wbat will IthiDk of? Goly my clothes
Alli will miss is the ACriean Fiesta 1lcave hehind
Thedayldie

433

(UMokolo na Kokufa'\ African Fiesta National. 1966.0nyumbe 1988: 224)l4

In this text, the death of the individual which goes unnoticed (Mbala-Nkanga's 'desperate cry',

1997) represents the death of society. People die atone. in sorne cases surrounded only by

their persona! belooginSS or the memory of their favorite band. With prospects for death as

dismal as this, there only remains one choice for life: le plaisir .

240nyumbe's (1994) aoaI)'Sis disœsses a saies of rumors tbat circuIaaed aflet tbis song w. rdc:ased wbicb
rdared die soag to the Peatccostal public banginp wbich oa.uued OB JUDe 2. 1966 and wbicb.lïke tbe SOIIg.
involved Ibc stories of four iDdividuais ofv.-yiDa I&:qrouads.
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Knowing and Being Known in the Big City

The symbolic value of the city of Kinshasa (ch. 2) can only be understood in the

context of the city's particular combination of music, alcohol and heightened male-female

interaction which is commonJy referred to as ambience (ch. 3). This perpetuai state of "feli na

fetf', for which Kinshasa is known far beyond its borders, is best illustrated from the

perspective of a new arrivai.

o Kisasa makambo
Mikolo nyaso feri na feli
Na sala ko boni?
üpopo na yoka nsango
Ekomi ngai awa économie ekufi
Olobi npi na kaoga motema'?
Bilœgi oyo odenge na ndeoge na liya wapi?
Na tiya mwa lomeya na posi
Ekobima ngai awa na kozoaga weli weli
Cheque na ngai boyi esila kala
Bipayi nadefaka bakanga poinrage kala
Mboko moko kombo ebde
Kisasa, Kini, Malebo, Lipopo, Léoville

Oh Kinshasa land of stories
Everyday a BOO-Stop party
Wbat am 1to do?
üpopo that l've heard so mucb about
Now ail my saviugs are spcnt
How cao 1resist?
How cao 1 remcmber all these faces'~

The litde moncy 1 bad in my pockets
Will slip away and ru rehUn home with oothing
My checkbook is loog-since fioished
No more credit anywbere 1go
The city with so many oames
Kisua. Kini.l\4a1ebo. Lipopo. Léoville

f'üpopo ya Baoganga". African Jazz. 1962. Tcbebwa 1996: 255)

Each person c1aiming Kinicité (literally 'Kinshasaness ') knows that this status is not

dependent on family history or acknowledgement by the state. It is a social category which is

worlœd out in the streets and in the bars (Biaya 1997b; '6Amicale Lipopo"), and which

manifests itself through certain collective gestures of belonging which are grounded in the

ecstasy of music and dance:

Kin kiesse Kin kiesse
Biloko ngcli ogeli
A okamaJa loboto osimœ motema
0biDa choquermoIuqe ekosila
8engi ya Zaïko suka le

Kin kiesse, Kin messe [city ofjoy]
EverythiDg is shalàDg just rigbt
Put your hmd on cbcst, toueb your
Dmce wild ... you'U rOfld about the hcat
The joy of laiko is cadless

(MKin-Kicsse". Zaiko LangaLanga, lm, in Tdlebwa 1996: 256)
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Thus membership in this very large club is based on social forms of knowledge and

practice. To he [rom Kinshasa it is not necessary to have been bom there (a1though that

certainly helps), but il is necessary to speak the local language ('Lingala de la rue', 'street

LingaJa'), to know the city and ils whims, its neighborhoods, its gossip, and its inside jokes.

These are the things tbat Kinshasa is made of: les Kinoiseries. And knowing Kinshasa is an

important staJ1, but it is also important 10 he known in Kinshasa. "Lui, il me connaît" ('He

knows me') is an often heard expression. ft is this tone of self-importance-very natura! for

people in the music business (ch. 5)-that for many non-Kinois is the primary characteristic of

what it means to he from Kinshasa (White 1997). Recent arrivais (broussards, literaJly

'people from the bush') try to bide their true identity ("Nyama ya 2amba"), but in the end they

are a1ways exposed:

Bilmgmmgaœogooymo
Okomi lokola fulafula
Matete, Y010. Ngaba. Masina
Lipopo 0 mboka mooene
Zone ruJru mibale na mine
Okosilisa ndenge nini?
Okosukisa mbuJa nini?

You love all aver IOwn
You'rejust like afulafuJa (public bus)
Marele, YoIo, Ngaba. Masina (neighborboods)
Kinshasa is a buge place
Twenty-four zones
How will you do them aU?
How many years will il take to fmish?

e'Laissez-tombertt
• Franc ~san, 1981. in Tcbebwa 1996: 289)

The Social Geography of Money

Moncy is a favorite topie of conversation in Kinshasa. Most people try to keep abreast

of the taux du jour, since fluctuations relative 10 foreigD currency can in some cases make or

break financial careers. Moneychangers (cambistes) are set up in strategie parts of the city.

They are usually women (over 30 years of age) who work in small groups where potential
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customers drive by and who are protected by a man or group of men \I!ho provide security.

Before Kabila's arrivai in the Spring of 1997, inflation rode out of control and the preferred

local currency became the American Dollar, culminating in Mobutu's famous ~prostate' money

(referring to the cancer that would eventually take Mobutu's life). Since then, the national

govemment bas attempted ta stabilize the currency (al about 130,000 NZ per $1 V.S.) and

Kabila bas announced plans to issue a new local money in the summer of 1998 (the Congolese

Fnmc). More so than across the river in Brazzaville (where currency is tied 10 the French

Franc Zone), Money is constantly exposed. Mobile street vendors line their fingers with small

bills and organize them in a kind of web or fan in one of their bands. Bricks of money are

exposed in piles al gas stations and sometimes left unattended. From my notes:

Waiting for a ride with a big bag of money. Just received my flfSl pay. 9S an bour. 8 hours. tltat
makes 72 dollars. It!Jeans like a lot, could be enough for ODe month. 767.736 NZ. A beer rosts
9.000. a taxi 2500. a cbicken 40.000. 1doo't know bow people do it Ndola suggested to carry your
money exposed; it's saler tbao lo carry it in a bag or in an envelope so they know you don'l bave any
fomp currency (Oct. 13, 1995).

1would also argue that this careless way of handling local currency (dollars are very rarely

exposed) is in part due to the fact that it is perceived as having no value: people throw it

around, they write on it, they insult it (UEza mbongo te", 6tbis isn't money'), and they part

with it easily. From my notes:

If people are impulsive with mooey il bas lo be related ta the fact that the value of tbeir money is
decreasing on a daily bais. If your money W&1 worth less and less evay day. would you want to
boId on to il? So a lot of people change large sums inlo francs or doUars. or better yel tbey just
spcod il (ibid).

1do not want to enter ioto a discussion of whether or not social classes (in the Marxist

sense) exist in today's Congo, because 1am ROt sure what this information would tell us about

everyday life in the post-colony. One thing is clear: people differentiaœ tbemselves through

visible fonns of malerial consumption (cars, clothes, jewelry9 food, supp:>rting family
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members and frieneis, ete.) and titis consumption requires money ("Bana Lunda"; Biaya 1985;

MacGaffey 1995; see ch. 5). Although money is considered to he a problem in and of itself,

in popular song it is most often linked with the larger problematic of male-female relations

("Deux Problèmes";"Diva'). "Moneyand women constitute the poles around which ail

problems gravitate, ail the material and chimeric hopes of this world during a Iifespan"

(Onyumbe 1983: 110):

Makambo miba1e ebomi mokili mobimba
Uboso nde likambo ya falanga
Ya mibale likambo ya basi...
Ukambo ya mboogo na basi eboma mboka
Baoinga mibali. Tokebaka la vie est un combat

There are lwo problems in this world
1be fint is the problem of money
The second is women...
Moneyand womcn ruin everything
Friends. be careful,life is a combat

("~bo Mibale", Bantous de la Capitale. 1968)25

Men withouth money hope that their devotion and commitment will compensate for what they

are lacking in financial tenns

Pitié toi mon coeur
Je travaille nuit et jour pour lon seul bonheur
Sitôt le matin je me réveille
Devant ta photo je me recueille
Je pars pour travailler
Ce soir je vais revenir...

Have pity on me, sweetheart
[ work day and mghl ooIy for you to be happy
Early in the morning 1 rise
[n your picture 1find the strength
1leave to go to work
1will be baà tooight...

("Pitié", Afrisa International. 1972. Tchebwa 1996: 318; see a1so "Vie ya ~fosolo")

But Chey fear that their social status will keep them from loving whom they choose:

Dit Ofela DJaJDa. Orela mama ...
Fiaoe6 oaye ya Iiboso a koma ministre
Dyo ya mibale ye wana a koma lelo docteur
Dyo ya misatu akoma homme dtaffaires
La misère divise. baboIi baya baliDgi aga te

Oh Ofela, Ofda...
Hec rmt fiancé, lOday he is a minister
Her second ODe is a doctŒ
Hec third is a busioessman
~fisery dividcs, your family won 't bave me

('~da", OK. Jazz. 1984; sec also "Amba")

2Sfrom a painting by popuI. visual anist Cheri Chain: '·Les fc:mmcs alimeDlCDI nos plaisirs et nos
depaues" CW<mm rad OŒplanreel our spcodiDg' , loba GriDliDg, penooal mIIecbon).
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The geography of love is mapped onto physical space, and social status is detennined as much

by school or neighborh<XXI of residence as it is by family history or place of origin. In this

tex~ the urban poor ask the question 'Do we not have the right to love?':

Bien que i'amour soit le symbole
d'un sentiment panagé, être aimé
Il Jest jamais le signe d'un bonheur parfait

Bakeyi liboso ya kolinga moto
Bakema kotuna "ovandaka wapi1'"
Biso lovandi na Malweka
Nani a kolinga biso?
~fingi baboya bango se baugo
Mosika e1eki, bangungi baleki
Taxi baboya kokoma

Basusu liboso ya kaloba oui
Bakoma kotuna "otmgaka wapiT
Bisa la buka biki mwa kaia
Nani a kolinga biso"
TIka tokosa a18 kakosa
Ngai nazali gradué
Ngai Da7Jlli licencié
Ngai nazali ingénieur, mpo balinga nga

Mosusu liboso ya kolinga moto
Bakoma kanma de quelle famille es-hl'?
Bisa famille ezaoga griffe
Nani a tollDga biso'?
NlaIDbe ya mfumu bandela mokili oyo
Onmaka moko moka saki naoi a koIinga
Ko boIama lisusu ua famille ya pauvres...

C·Feux d'amour", lB. Mpi~ (997)

Thematic Tropes

Although love is the symbol
Of a sbared feeling, ta he loved
Is never the sigD of perfecl bappiness

Before tbey caB love someone
The question they ask is: ·'Vbere do you live?"
We live in Malweka
Who will love us?
So many refuse us, they keep to eacb other
Ifs so far away, 50 many mosquitoes
Taxis refuse ta go there

OtheŒatrtrStwill~yyes

But then they bave ta ask 'Where do you study'?"
We baveo't studied for some time
Who will love us?
Let us lie, we just want to lie
''l'm a university studenf'
"'ve graduaIed"
'·1 'm an engineer," just to he loved

Others before they love someooe
They bave to ask ."Who is your family?"
Our family doesntt bave a designer name
Who will love us?
God cœaIed Ibis wClfld
Ask the people one by one who would want
Ta he borD again poor...

Thus far 1have discussed a number of narrative themes which are common enough ta

be considered signposts for uDderstanding popular music in 19908 Kinshasa: male-female

relations, magic, death, life in the city, and Money. 1have aIse hinted al the presence or a

master trope, wbich, for lack of a better tenn, 1will simply refer 10 as ~Iove'. The trope of
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'love' in various forms occurs throughoul the music, but usually appears accompanied by

sorne other complementary theme(s). Thus, magic is used to win 5Omeone's heart or 10

defend oneself against a romantic rival. Life in the city is both desired and feared, because it is

in the city where 'love' ruus free.. but 'love' cao also lead to death, not ooly From sexually

trartSmitted diseases but also from financial ruin. Money is seen as a problem in itself, but it is

most often presented as a prerequisite for 'love' and so Forth and 50 on.

Obviously the notion of 'Iove'--already a very diffuse, vague concept--is more al home

in the discourse of popular music than it might he in ather domains of public liCe (say for

instance polilics or religion, though sec Fabian 1979), and sorne of the signposts 1 have

outlined above (death, for example) are not concerned with 'love' anymore than other

accompanying themes. Looking through the lens of a highly variable master trope such as

'love', we can see how different thernes overlap within individual lexts. At the same lime, the

song lexts discussed above point te a larger, perhaps more revealing set of secondary tropes

which are not only common in fixed song leXIS, but aise in the novel 'live' utterances of

improvised singing and shouting. Below 1will give a brief explanation of each trope, sorne

possible explanations of its sociologica1 importance, and severa) examples of the various forms

it takes.26 1 have included some lengthy passages from song texts in arder to show how

tropes are loosely linked to larger narrative structures. And at the end of this section 1 will

present one song text in its entirety to show how tropes and signposts repeat and play off cach

other within the body of a particular musical performance. As in ChapterTwo, 1have given

this section a different formatting structure in order te highlight certain aspects of the subject

matter. In this case single spacing and bolded chaJacters are used 10 calI attention te the way

that tropes operate differently from signposts within the context of a song.

26Jn oumy eacs tropes lake the form of shoots (see ch. 3, 6), but DOt aU shoots are tropic. Eupodu (1995)
argues rhal eatain shoots &"las C01Dltapoïnts (sbe uses the tenD ·.tipbœy') lO the maia body oflyriQ in the
SOIII. My observatioo of live perfOllll8llœ SUlFits tbal shouls~ aRfully daœca iD order lO pleaac or excite
members of Ille audieuœ (ch. 7), bul do DOt sc:an lO rapood lO 1bc lyrics of tbc SODJ. 1be dloiœ of shoots in
studio .reccxdiop, however, may leVai a diaiectic relalioaship betwcmlyria.. sbœcs.
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Na komi zoba ('l've become stupid')

The ward 'zoba' (stupid, idiot, imbecile, etc.) refers to a state of rnind which is chamcterized
by disorientation or the loss of self (Nkashama 19(2), and is very common in musical
declarations of love [figure 9.2]. Disorientatioo often takes the form of dizziness and is also
evoked in the expressions 'kwiti ya bolingo' ('dizzy with love') and 'na langwe na yo'l ('l'm
drunk with love for you') which became popular during the emergence of the music-based
youth sub-culture of 1970s Kinshasa (see Nkashama 1979):

K"Ui kw.tl e bo-Ier D•• bongo
Na perdre "uUlbre mwana maman
Zoogela motema consoler motema

Mlso evimbl ngai na kolda
1vfotema ekomi na m.".
Pasi e pul taka po na yo

Dizzy drunkenuess moves me around
1 lose my balance young girl
Give me my heart '** and malte it better

My eyes are puffed with tears
My heart is full of pain
Ali of tbis suffering for you

C6Sacrameoto", Zaiko Langa Langa. 1976, in Nkashama 1992: 485)

Molema nanga ebebi. papa
Ob ma Elisa akeyi. eh souffrance
Ez". D.a lelo pai Y. boliDlo mama
Ez"i a.a lelo pui Y. bollDKO cherte

1vfaladie ya boIingo ezanga doIroIoIo
Mooganga Ido nga namki
Kas' ......ell te. D. Ia.."e te
Se kw'ti Y. boU-IG

~(y heart is broken
~(y Bisa is going away, oh suffering
These love problems have donc me in
These love problems bave donc me in

Tbere is no doctor to cure this illness of love
l've seeo ail the traditiooal bea1ers
BUll haveo 't drunk a thing, 1am not dnmk
Il's the dizziness of love

(UKwiti ya Bolingo'" Papa Wemba, 19(6)

Pas; na pasi ('Pain and suffering')

The term 'pasi' (also 'mpo8Ï') corresponds to a cluster of ideas referring to emotional pain,
suffering or bardship. In popular music, 'pasi' is most often used in the context of love-- 'pasi
ya bolingo' ('love problems') and 'pasi ya motema' {'heartbreak')--and is sometimes
accompanied by the related lerm 'mawa' ('pily' or 'sadness'). ACter referenœs 10 the heart
('materna') and love ('bolingo'), this cluster of meanings is probably the Most commonly
occurring trope in contemporary plpular music;



•

fig.9.2 Franco and an 'admiratrice' (from R(vue Noire 19%)



Lusiya eh Lusiya eh Lusiya eh
Lusiya eh Lusiya eh D10lCIDa na ngai
Coco abeleli yo

Oyo pui IDA"'. Pasco
Oyo pui mawa Risco wa Tuluka
~fawaezala

Tango mosusu oamooa yo
Ara motema mozokaka to moberaka
Tika kolanda b'amies na yo
Dil Aimé ha kokosa yo
THea kolanda b'amies na yo
Naleli...

Lusiya eh Lusiya eh Lusiya eh
Lusiya eh Lusiya eh sweetheart
The eiders cali you from far away

Ali Ibis pain and suffering Pmico
Ail Ibis pain and suffering Risco wa Tuluka
l'm so sad
Wheoever 1see you
My heart is broken and beats for you
Don'. listen to your frieods
üsten Aimé, they will lie to you
Don't listen lo your frieods
l'm crying...
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'Pasi' cao aJso refer 10 fmanciaJ hardship and other kinds of difficuJties:

Nzambe tale1anga likambo oyo
Vraiment na lembi na bayer a la vie
Po ua mwa mbongo ya collier il faut na seuga
Po na zuwa mbongo ya mongaoga il faut Da senga
Po Da luka mbongo ya taxi il faut na senga
Saki Da sengi te, pasl .a pasl
Vraiment saki na bimi te, pal Da pasl
Saki na bouger te bafamille pasl D. pasl

Ob Gad look al my situation
['m fed op,I canOt take il anymore
Ta gel money for a necldace 1bave to ask
To get mooey for magic, 1 bave ta ask
To gel mouey for a taxi, 1have ta ask
If 1dOO'l ask. problcms and more probIems
If 1don'l go out. problems
If 1don't move some, problems for my family

("C'est Dur la Vie d'une Femme Célibataire", OK. Jazz. 1991)

'Mawa' cao also occur alone, in this case evoking a more melancholy state of sadness and
regret. [n many instances it is accompanied by the French tenns 'soucis' ('worries') or
'souffrances' Csuffering'), and the LingaJa tenn 'kolela' (0 cry:

Ngai awa oakoma se kole"
Chérie na ngai akeyi na ye
Atiki ngai na Dlambo
Na kolelaka souel ya lolango
Ma.a ezwl alal

Na kotiodela yo boIiogo
Saogo yaogo ayebisa Beda na Suisse
Baoinga bayeba DaIikaIi awa mœzanba
Loboko .. Il''''''
Ma.a awl B.ai, ail ap.
Ma.. ezwi ...., ab Dlai

C'Riaoa", Choc Sian, 1986)

Ali 1do DOW is cry
My baby bas gooe away
Sbe left me with notbing but problems
(9m going to cry
Sadness bas takeo me

ru send you my love
Tell Beda in Switzcd-.d
My friends know l 'm ben: stiU unmarricd
My bead in my bands (literally: 'band on cbeek')
1Ceci 50" poorme
1 fee! 50 _ poor me
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Na leli yo C'I cry for you")

This expression is exceedingly complex because the main verb ('kolela') has various
meanings, notjust 'to miss someone', but 'to cry for someone' (often implying death), and
also to admire or praise someone ("Na Leli Y0 na Nzembo"; "Djaffar").

Talœn alone, it is an extremely common trope, but it is also one example of a larger set of
tropes through which friends, lovers and patrons are integrated into the texts of popular songs
(see ch. 8). With the stock phrase beginning "Nga na lela ..." musicians simply insert the
name of whomever they wish to acknowledge or caU attention to. In Many cases, severa!
names are listed one after another:

Nazalaka na ndako ya mobali
Bijoux mpamba oaIata le
Elamba ya fête se nadefaka
Soki ayoki ode sango na ngai ebotaka mindondo
Toswanaka tobundaka tolobana na miso ya halo
Kilo Da bllO bato ..api?

Lokumu wapi yango oh mama?
Na kolaka na bisengo Ido eboogwani ode bapasi
Nui .ya kotabola aa ...al ye ma"a?
Na kolaka na bisengo Ielo eboogwani ode bapasi
Na.1 ay. kokabola aa DI. ye ma".?

Nia aalela Daal?
NI. aalela Evama DaIa
Nia aalel. StaDy ya Tembo
Nia aalel. Koregiari
Naa aalela Papa Wemba

1used to he married
But DOW 1doo'l even have cheapjewelry
My party dress is borrowed
When he hears things about me il causes problems
We argue, we figbt, we taIk in front of everyone
Whal happened 00 our respect?

Is there 00 honor [value, respect]?
My bappioess bas tumed ioto problems
Who can sbare !his sadness with me?
My happiocss bas tumed ioto problems
Who cau share !his sadncss with me?

Who win 1cry [sing] to?
l'm ayiog to Evama Daia
('m eryÎng to Stany ya Tembo
l'm aying to Koregiari
['m aying ta Papa Wemba

(USango Pamba". Viva La Musica. 1990)

And a common variation on this theme:

B••la.a eh P.py Klalak.lla...
Mokolo al.1 Dia •• komoD. Alos Se•••?
Mokolo nini nga na komooa Major Jacques'?
Mokolo oioi aga na komona Mat' ya Air Zain?
Mokolo nini nga na komona Pa,. Wemba?
Mokolo oini nga na komooa Ya LelDOlO?

Oh fricnds. Papy Kintukaho
When will 1sec AlOS Seoao?
When will 1sce Major Jacques?
When will 1sce Mat6 from Air Zaire'?
When wiU 1sec Papa Wcmba?
Whcn will 1 sec Ya Lanoso?

270tber formulas for citing namcs of important people inc1ude: "TUDa Willy Beya" ('Ask Willy Beya'), 'Wapi
Jos MUDdele7' ('W'JIeR is Jos MUDdeIe?·). '7okut11Ja cpà lIB Bevaly" ('lefs mect al Beverly's').
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The practice of naming people is central to Many African musical styles (ch. 5). Naming is a
fonn of praise and a wayof soliciting ongoing support, whether it he emotional, political or
financial. Ta pronounce someone's Rame is to cali that person to act upon his or her sense of
social responsibility (ch. 8).

It is also extremely common for the narrative to include names of social roles: yaya (older
brother or sister), (eki (younger brother or sister), bandeko (brothers), baninga (friends),
mwasi na ngai (wife), mobali na ngai (husband), bapapa na bamama (eiders), marna ya œna
(mother of my children), ete. This pattern is often used as as linguistic filler to complete
sentences, but ca.n also lend a sense of immediacy or intimacy to the text

Nan; a kosunga ngai?('Who will take care of me?')

The melancholy tone of the formulas discussed above ('pasi', ·na leH ya') is also evident in a
series of expressions which reflect an underlyjng fear of abandonment (UFeux d'amour";
"Orphelin"; Mbala-Nkanga 1997). The poor and the Wlderprivileged find their voice in lyrics
which sing about the precariousness of daily survival in Mobutu's Zaïre, and the shouts of
dance music cry out for the recognition of their plight:

Eh kibinda kibinda kilUda nkoy eh
Na koli,. "api?
Eh kibinda kibinda kibinda nkoy eh
Na kolal. "api?
Eh kibinda kibinda kibinda nkoy ey
N. kosuka ".pl?

The leopsrds' teslicles (repeaIs~8
Wheœ will 1eat?
The leopards' testides (repeats)
Where will 1slcep?
The leopards' testides (rcpealS)
What will beanne of me?

This feeling of abandonment is most acute in relation to love:

Bakeyi Iiboso ya kolinga moto
Bakoma kobma "ovaudaka wapil'
BIIO to".adl .a Mal"eka
Na.i a koll.. blso?
Mingi babaya bango se baDgo
Mosika deki. baogungi baleki
Taxi baboya koko...

Bcfore they cao love someone
The question they ask is: ''Wbere do you Üvc?"
Wc live in Malweka
Who will love us?
So maoy refuse us, mey keep to each ether
It's sa far away. so many mosquitoes
Taxis refuse to go there

And is only made worse by the constant threat of sexually transmitted diseases:

28rbis is a ttauslalion 1bard (Xl a Dumber ofdiffermt occasioos -.d 1assume (since the leopard is a traditiooal
symbol of power in many parts oC the CoIqro) tbat this shoot _as directed al ail those in relalive positioas of
rapoosibility or priviJcge. DOt just MobuhL



Papa boni ozoto esiii yo boye?
Batu bakomi koloba e:œi kindoki
Kindoki te7 mtJlDdie du sücle

Papa why are you always 50 sick?
People are starting to say its wilChaaft
It's DOt witchcraft7 it's the iUoess of the century
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Ngai mwaoa na yebi nini ozali kobela Me (a child] 1know why you 7 re sicle
N.... • kOSUDIA Dlal ndenle 0 sal.ki? Who will take caR: of me like you used ta?
Kindoki te7 maladie du siècle Il's nol witchaaft. il's the illness of the œntury

Papa oliaki Kinsasa na moto papa
Poaa niai 0 mlbombald te?
Papa amona mwasi aleka na qUœ1ier
A pesa rendez-vous ha kutana na coin

Nui a korutet. ....i millena) papa?
Le1eleli lelele ... pasi oh
Papa otiki blso bu. na pasi

Papa you c.an't rake care of 50 many people
Why dido7 t you proteet yOlll'SClf?
When womeo pa!is in the neighborbood
He maltes a rendez-vous to meet on the corner

Who is going 10 pay for my school fces, Papa?
Leleleli, Idele .... nothing but problems
Papa you 've left us childreo witb problems

Expressions of abandonment are accompanied by pleas for protection and support. In this
type of statemen~ a patron or family member is implored ta 'keep an eye on' those in need
Ctalaka' from 'kotala', ta watch). This example cornes from a series of shours occurring
during the dance section of a song:

[Shoots names of friends and sponson1

Eh Maduadu talûa bu. ee
Badi Ma.duHu talaka bana oh
Yo Modu.du talÛ. ba•• ob
Lelo to kobomba te
Lclo to kobimisa
Lelo to koyeba
Le10 la komooa

[shoots names oflead guitarist and baDdleaderl

MaDu mw_ dilayl d.dll. mame
Tai. ma mesa
Maduadu kat. ye B we
Mnfnudu kaIa ye npnpe

Tala baIaIa. mooa hamaDa
Tala balaIa. lDOD8 bamona

[ShoUls oamcs of friends and sponsors]

Tout le monde! Maboko likolo eh!

Maodundu p1eme wateh over our kids
OhMaoduodu pleMe watdl over our kids
Yes Ma1dundu p1ease wateh over OID' kid!
Today we bave nothing la bide [meney?]
Today we're going la say everything
Today we're goi.ng 10 fmd out
Today we11 He

(kik] AIl 1 cao do is cry
Look al Ihe tears in my eyes
Maodundu he anful
~1aDdunduhe careful

They'lI sec. they'8 sa:
They'lI sec. they'lI see

Everybody! Put your bands up in the air!
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Tikn ngai• •• ("Let me he...")

The desire to he left alone is conside.red profoundly anti-social, primarily because of its
association with witehcraft (ch. 5,7,10). Thus when this desire is expressed in popular music,
it almosl always takes an object: ''Tika ngai na kanisa" ('Let me think'), "l'ika ngai na lela"
CLeave me alone to cry'), ''Tilea nga na banza" CLet me daydream'), "Tilea ngai na mla boye"
Clet me be that way'). But left alone from what? The criticism of others? Malicious romors
('songi songi')? The pace of lire in the city? The colonial govemment? The answer is not
totally clear.

~!bokoyo mboka ya makambo dit
Mbokoyo suka mboka ya maIaIa
Osala malamu bamooi yo mabe
Botlk. D.al •• pema

(repeaIS)

Bodka D.. Da pema na pema na ngai
Tlka .p aa .aada 0 na vanda na nga
Do tlta al. •• bu. fololo ya ngai
Bo tika nga na ye 0 to vanda
Do tlta Da claerle e to vanda na ye
Ho dka a. mama to vanda

This place is full of problems
lbis place is too much. DOthing but hassles
You do sometbing good and people say ifs bad
Let me bave some breathing spaœ

Just leave me sOlDe breathing space
Let me sil down. sil doWD by myself
Let me think about my flower
Let us sil down together
Let me and my boney sil down together
Let me and my womao sil down

C'Bo Tika Nga na Vaoda'" Begum BaIKL 1952)

A similar detennination is expressed in the recuning phrases "na boyi" ('1 refuse') and U na
lembi" CI'm fed up'), bath of which signal that personallimits have been reached, and that
some action must be taken in order to avoid separation or splintering (c.f. ch. 8). But it may
he argued thal they also speak to the desire for freedom from social control and state-based
fonns of oppression in the pmetice of everyday Iife ("Dixième Commandement", "Liberté",
·'Mokili Etumba"; Fabian 1998; Jewsiewicki 1991).

Ngai yo nga mawa mama
Ngai yo nga mawa Yves Makamu
Tlka Ielo oyo aa keada po pul
Eleki awa
Na.t &koy...be" .1.11
Ngai moto oyo Da meseoi na matoogi
Na keyi po pasi bwaIe bolingo eIingi baye

Na boyl .a boyl aa boyl
Na boy' 0 tindeIaka aga maloba ya boIiDgo
Na boyi na boyi na np
Na pesak.a yo motcma Da ngai nyoso

OhI'msosad
Oh Yves Makmau l'm 90 sad
Just let me go, it hurts 80 much
Il's tao mudl
Who win be there for me?
l'm beaJme uscd to insuIts
l'm goiDg bccause love wated il this way

1refuse1œCuse 1refuse
1don't "'.1 you ta send me love words anymore
[reCuae.1 WOIl't acœpt
l've given you all my bcart, .-t
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Na lembl na koboogana Da lembi l'm tired of trying ta work it out
Na lembi na kobongana na lembi... l'm tired of trying 10 work it out
ükolo nyoso se kormpka Dlal .a lembl Every day you say bad things about me, rm rin:d
likolo nyoso se kotindelaka ngai maloba mabe Every day you say mean things to me

e·Na l..embi". Mbilia Bel/Bana OK., 1997)

Ta give the reader an impression of how signposts and tropes interact within the larger
narrative of a single song, 1 have reproduced the following text ir its entirety [audio eue Il].
This text also illustrates the way tbat sorne tropes and signposts are repeated and dispersed
throughout the performance of a particular song. In this text the tropes of suffering ('pasj')
and disorientation ('na komi roba') are particularly present, but there is also repeated mention
of a number of signposts, especially love CboIingo'), the hean ('materna'), magic ('magie')
and death (' liwa').



Lobela ngai ngo bollnRo 1D0lema
Esali pasi na makanisi ngai nakokondo
Na mituni na motema
Elolto oyo bollalo ewuta ",api marna'?
Ekobaodaka na kolula ekoti pana
Sima esimbi nzoto mobimba
Ekomi kosala ngai zuwa lokoso na motema
Kolinga moto asimba le

Nayebisi na halo oh po bayeba
Ndenge oalingaka yo mon amaur
Beauté ekota ya n.ani ake1a yo?
Nazwli 'perduemeat ob nabebi
LiDia niai tollDl..a ob motema
Ngai Daponl yo ola motema
Nasengi mingi le densa Dia motema
Na simba yo mwa moke

Oyo suka ya beauté nasala niai?
Naye loba lma, eloko oyo eu...a soal
Ezanga mbula~ e7JlDga misa mama,
Nakomi lokola zoba, lokola mwa..
Abotami se lelo oyo
Nyoso se po yo bollalo
PoupH al.1 Dakafa p.mba mama

Talk lo me, honey
It horts just to think about i~ rm losing weight
1ask myself deep down inside
This tbing caIled love, wbere docs it come from?
At fust it starts wim my breathïog
1ben it takes aver my whole body
It makes my beart go overboard wilh jealausy
1don"t want anyone ta louch you

1tald everyone sa tbat they would know
How much 1love you my dear
You're full ofbeauty, who made you?
l'm totally disorienred
Love me~ let's love each other
1've chosen you to he my woman
l'm not asking for mucb~ just [0811 me your heart
Let me hold you

ACter this beauly, what is a man supposed to do?
l've dizzy with love, love bas no shame
Il bas 00 lime, no eyes
l've become like an idiot,1ike a baby
Thal was just barn
Everything for you and your love
DoIl, 1could die just seeing you
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Na yembi na nzembo Ida po oyeba l'm singing Ibis song so tbat you'll know
Yo se IIIOtema ..a ....1ma cbâie You're my sweetbeart,. bœey
Ko koul. Dlai te nokl le aa mlboma Don"t lie ta me, or ru surely die
Elongwe ode boliDio ekoma m..ie Ths is DOl love anymore,. its magic

Na boyl a_n.aka yo ata Dlonla moko 1cao'1 do without you~ even ODe hour
Nalingi natalaka yo lokola tala-tal~ 1wanl to look al you Iike 1 look iota a minor
Poupée na ngai oh ma belle Ob my doU, ob my belle
Upasa na nga suka beaut~ My !Win,. no one is more beautiful

Chorus:

P.sI Y. ba1falo ezalaka ade soma
Mt'to soki oIingi ye alingi se souffrance
o kokoma Idze.aI okomi komisambuisa
A mama 0 kosalaka ngai baye te
Mama pardon kokomisa nga bongo te

Solo:

Ngai nalingaka yo osaIa ata mwa geste
Mw..a ..ai aakomaka Dell mwa )'lima
Châie kitoko na ya epesab .pl tro.ble
Okotela npi mwa.....e .. uoto?
Tala ndalge npi llÙomaka zaba .-.
Saki oseki api Dailomi _ leBdl 1_111
Osala oiDi po okoma le kOBd-.e mama
A mama okosalabop boye te
Eh,. pnon kokomisa np boago te

The pain of love is great
If you love someooe they'lI make you suffer
Il will make you stupid,. embal'nas yourself
Oh,. girl~ don't do this ta me
Please,. girl,. don'l briDg me to this

1 love you. just give me somc silO
l've become a worthless weakling
Hoaey. your beauty makes me c:oofuscd
Did you cast a spell aD me?
Look al how stupid 1gel
If you smile al me 1beame sweet and docile
Wbat do you do to mate me lite this
Oh, girl,. dm't do tbis ta me
Plcase,. girl,. don'l briDg me to Ibis



Chorus

Nzoto ya chérie epesaka Dlai ade malade
Nzoto ya mama engengaka lokola mwinda
Saki atelemi wana a.al a.kon
Soki afacher a.komi komilel.lela
Omoni ndenge ngai uko....k. zoba lOba
Soki oseki DgaÎ oakomi se gentil gentil
Osala nini mpo aakoma se koadeale?
Ah mama okosalaka aga boye te
Eh chérie kokomisa nga bongo te

Chorus

Chérie pesa nga mwa bisou na Iitama
Mwana ngai a.basa.. Il.a eulaka
Chérie suwa ngai mwa moke na tilOyi
Mwana ngai na bosani que la mort ezalak.
Omoni ndenge ngai aatomaka zoba zoba?
Omoni ndeoge ngai Bakomaka trouble?
Omooi mayl etaDlaka B.a lia mlso?
Ah mama kosalaka nga baye te
Ah pardon kolEollÛsa Dlal lOba te

Marna. malisa boÜDgo esika nalingaka
Wana C8ika nga aamonta btaalelu
Mama matisa boÜDgo esika na1ingaka
Wana esika nga mmœaka ba mwinda
Mama matisa OOHng" esika nalingaka
Wana esika ngai uakcmaka kodiembela ob

Her body makes me sbiver ail over
Her body reflects like a tight
When me stands op_ 1die
If !he's angry. 1just stan to ay
Look al how stupid l've become
If you smile 1become sweet aod docile
What do you do to mate me like this?
Oh_ girl. doo-l do this to me
Plcase. girl. don' t bring me to this

Chérie, give me a little kiss on the cbeek
With you 1forget about death
Chérie, bite in my car a bit
With yœ 1forget about death
Do you sce bow stupid l've become?
Do you ace how coofused l'ye become?
Do you see the tcars that Cali from my eyes?
Oh. girl. don't do tbis 10 me
Plcase. girl. don't briog me to this

Love me like 1love to he loyed
That place where 1stat tu see angels
Love me like 1love to he loved
That place where 1slart to sec bright lights
Love me like 1loye to he loved
That place where 1stan swing back and forth
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Omoni odenge ngai aalto.._. lOba zoba? Do you sec how stupid l've become?
Omoni ndenge npi aakomaka yuma yu....? Do you see wbal a weakliog l've become?
Omooi mayi eteDlua ala .a ...101 Do you sec the tcars abat rail Crom my eyes?
Ah mama kosalaka nga boye le Oh. girl. don 't do this 10 me
Ah pardon kokoml.. Dlai lOba te Please. giIt don 't bring me ra this

Chorus

Attention. kitisa, kitisa. kitisa ob bloqué
Mansa. matisa. matisa oh bloqué

Choms

Briog it down. briog it down. bring il down, stop!
Bring it op. bring it op. bring it up. stop!

(UKita-mara Bloqué'·. OK. Jazz. 1986)
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Two aspects emerge from this aoalysis. First, and perhaps most obvious, is the

melancholy tone which characterizes Many of the lexts discussed above.29 This recurring

feeling of sadness, anxiety and regret bas often been remarked upon for other musical styles of

African origin, but it usually remains unexamined or is explained away as an 4African' esthetic

with its origins in sorne kind of universal 4Black experience' (Appiah 1992). The case of

Congolese music represents an interesting paradox because the 'mawa' of song lyrics is

countered by the 'esengo' C'joy') of exhuberance ('animation') and release through dance

('ambiance') (see ch. 3). Further research is needed lo determine how these 'songs of sorrow'

(DuBois 1994) are experienced by the individual, and 10 what extent the Congolese case of

dualism represents an exception. Second, almast ail of the tropes described above involve

clearly artieulated statements of individual experience. The singer expïesses feelings of pain,

suffering, fear, disorientation and emotional fatigue. These flashes of individual consciousness

run counœr 10 Western representations of Africans as undifferentiated members of

homogeneous social collectives (Lienhardt 1985; Jackson and Karp 1990; Carin l~). Lyrics

from songs reveal not only information about the individual eXPerience of the paradoxes of

'modem' life in Africa, but aIso how these paradoxes affect inter-subjective relations as weIL

Genres as Live Texts

Ethnographie sources have often called attention to the way tbat song is used for

social ends: Mitchell 's (1956) analysis of competition, solidarity and play in bis writing on

the Kalela dance in the Copperbelt, Evans-Prîrchard's (1940) catt1e praise songs among the

Nuer, and Merriam's (1982) exarnples of fieldworker protest sangs sung by young women

among the Bashi are onJy a few examples. This work draws on Austin's performative notion

29Given die bigh degree of sexual imagay aod inaucudo in tbis SOOI text. il may be coasidered less
represenlalive dIan many of the odIcr examples 1bave livCII. Nonclhelcss, il is inleresting to see bow the
lIopes prescut in die song fit ioto paltaos oC sexualizcd (mosdy male) 1aIJIuaIe.



451

of language which makes a distinction between statements that say things and statements that

do things (see also Finnegan 1969; Galaty 1983; Kmtz 1989, 1990). In this section of the

chapter 1am primarily interested not with the lyrical content of popular music per se, but

rather the categories or genres of popular music and how they become 'live texts' which

people of different persuasions put to use as means or markers of social difference.

Recent research on popular culture, Dot only in Africa, bas called attention 10 the

difficulty of making associations between social class and the consumption of music

(Erlmann 1996a; Barber lm; Macaulay 1998). In the first place 1am reluctant to discuss

class categories at ail, since social classes in the Congo are not as clearly defined as they seem

to he in Europe or in North America (Bourdieu 1984). But if by social class we mean socio­

economic standing (and not social class in the Marxist sense), then it is relatively easy to

show that the preference for music does not vary gready between rich and poor, between

educated and illitenlte, or between occupational groups. There are, of course, some

exceptions. Certain musical groups (especially Jess well-established groups) have greater

appeal in poor neighborhoods and among young audiences (in 1995 the Big Stars, Super

Choc, Nouvelle Image, Station Japana), but these same groups also play for more elite

crowds. Well-established and well.ooucated musicians (such as Reddy Amisi and Koffi

Olomide) have a much higher proportion of Iisteners from the upper end of the socio­

econ~ic spectrum, but this does oot keep them from being extremely popular among other

sectors of the population. As 1will discuss beJow, the greatest differences in listening habits

cao he seen in between genemtions, and in between people of various religious convictions.

The most striking element of music use in Kinshasa is that Most people listen to the same

genre of music (assuming of course that the eategory of ~modemmusic' can be seen as a genre,

see ch. 3). Witbin the genre people may be devoted to a particular group or anist, but anyone

who listens ta 'modem music' will support others' daims about the value of the music as a

whole, even though they might not lite the same groups or anists. Thus people differentiate

themselves by association with particular groups. For example, a bigh proportion of Koffi
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Olomide's fan base is made up of (mostly young) women. Defao, on the other band, attracted

very few women to bis concerts, although this May he a fonction of the fact that he generally

performed in poorer neighborhoods and for much less money than Koffi (it is not common for

women to attend concerts aJonc). Women are more valued by musicians as consumers of

music, not only because i t is believed that they listen more carefully to lyrics, but a1so because

tbey push their boyfriends and husbands into buying particular products.30 A music producer in

Brazzaville explained ta me the way he chooses the albums he will distribute:

[ Iisteo together with my friends to the demos that people give me, sometimes with my wife. l1's
women who cboose soogs betrer than men, because they follow the words. Wbile women are al home
cooking, they listen to the words (Sept. 13, 1995).

To gain a more systematic understanding of the ways that various audiences make use

of popular music for personal and social ends, 1 began to organize infonnal focus group

activities which would address some of these issues (c.C. Burke 1996). In sorne situations,

focus groups were pre-organized and participants were aware ahead of time that 1wanted to

talk about music and that our meeting was organized for the purposes of my research. In ollter

circumst~ces, focus groups were the result of spontaneous social exchanges in which 1

encouraged people to continue along particuJar lines of questioning, and recorded as best 1

could the context and the conrent of the exchanges that were unfolding in front of me.31 ln

3OWomen are also generally beJieved to be the primary consumas of religious music. One of my informants
estimated that for every 100 awJettes lhat are sold in Kinshasa in 1995, approximaac1y lwenty are religious. Of
rhose twenty, be estimated mat 15-18 were bought by womm.
31Be1ow 1will give Iwo examples of focus group sessions that occurred during my stay in the fidd. Most
focus groups tbar 1conducced more or less resembled the eumples 1dcsaibe bcJow.

The fint focus group occumd wbile visiting frieods in I..imeIe, arelaaivdy well-oO" oeighborhood
located lita' the geograpbical center of Kinshasa. MyscIC mda friend (bita Bob) were looking for a group of
musiaaus who oftell performed al ban in the aeigbborhood. ACIa' asking several people who could not he1p
us, wc deaded. to stop in al the bouse of Rasta Bob's childbood frieod who Iived in the neighborhood -.d wlon
he came to visit from lime CO lime. Our OOIlVenatÎOO began \Vith Ihem altchjDI uP on neighborhood news and,
as usual, the convenalÏoo bD'Ded to music. Our bost (and anotber visiter of bis wbo, lib od1as present. was
probably betwcea 25-35 years oId) COIDIIleDted on the DCW a1bwn by Wage Musica, and Rasta Bob. baving
several close friends iD WeDF, made very dcar bis opiDiOll about the importmœ of the album aDd tbc group in
geoeraI. Upoa wbidl our bust's othcr visitor hep! ID.-gue Ibat Wcuge w. bigbly ovcmdCd aod tbat by no
meaD8 did the group aDtitute a break into a fourda geoaaIÏoo, as most (YOUDl) WCIJIC f_ olten.-gue. Hae
the discussiOll expIoded, md a rrieadly œovcnalioo quick1y ba:ame a hareddebIœ. 1sa.d die 0ŒaSiœ,
taking notes riJOl'OUSly aad planting questiOIII al œrtain IIIOIDCDts iD the debate, wbich cœtinucd for al lea.t _
bourmd a bail bdCR wc rcalized Ibal we ocedcd ta lcave. Tbe thrce CoaaoIese Ibal pric:ipatcd in this
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future research, 1will undertalœ more systematic Cocus group interviews, consciously bringing

together differeot types of people (and sometimes similar types of people) to recreate the social

dialogues about music which are sa common in everyday life in Kinshasa.

For the purposes of this section of the chapter, my intention is to show how different

types of people associate or disassociate themselves with certain types of music, thus taking on

musical categories as highly personalized public identities. 1will describe this process by first

looking al two ways in which groups of people distinguish themselves from each other

through musical categories (one within the genre of 'modem' music and one which completely

rejects it) and will conclude this chapter by looking al how in different circumstanees people

come together under a larger sense of common identity which is usually expressed in national

or regional terms. Thus some people are calling up nostalgie images of glarious musical Jmts,

white athers look toward the proliferation of American-style evangelicalism--and its

aceompanying musical forms....as a progressive 'modernist' sign of overcoming temptation in

'modem' Congo-Kinshasa.

spontaneous Cocus group were clearJy from more or less similar socio-eamomic backgrounds (upper middle
class) and roughly the samc age. 1did not galber information about educalion, ethnicity or marital status.

A second example comes from a focus group which was mudlless spontaneous. 1had organized a
meeting of employees of the national tv & radio station (al that lime La Voix du Zaïre) in order to begin
compiling a list of important 'bit songs' since the 195Os. 1orgaoiml our fust meeting time ODe week in
advance, choosing a time that fit with everyone's schedule and [explaincd to each of the participants tbal 1
wanted two things: ta begin compiling a list of bit song! siDce the 19508, and to encourage an informai
discussion about cbanges in the music since thal periode Al our fmt meeting, 1explained briet1y the palh
(professional and persooal) that had brought me to Z8ire to srudy ZaiRan music aod wbat questions/issues were
driving my resean:h in the field. The group present was ail over the age of 50, with IWo womeo and IWom~
thn:e of wbich sa:med oC modesl socio-ec:onomic staDding and one of wbich (judlÏDg by ber clress aod speech)
held some degree of social status over the others present. AIl four wcre civil servants employed al the oaIiooal
radio/t.v. station. The penon who bad put me in contact wim Ihe focus group participants (MaDIa Tcbebwa)
was SC8ted nearby redng a paper while we spoke. It became obvious tbat each participaat bad bis or ber otm
views about wbat coostitutcd a hit SODg Cm tube'. '8 big bit', 'a SOIIg thal 1 ranember', etc.), but in about
20% of the cases we «:OII8Îdered thcre was lmanimity. The mast intaaq obscrvalioa ta œsult from tbis
Cocus group (al ODe tbat should DOt have surpriscd me al ail) "'as Ibal ail of the participllDts had much more
detailed kDowledge about music from the paiod duriDg wbich tbcy wae young .mIrs. Comparcd Jo people
their age DOt involved in music or the media. they knew a considerable amouot about 'young peopIes' music'.
aDd were intercsted in ils evolUlioo, but overal1 WCK less well-informcd about il tbaD people younaer than.
Uofornmately, 1did DOt record Ihae sessÎODS or gaIhc:r..y dewugiapbic: data 0Il1be pncipals.
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Dialogues 1: Music Divides

Popular music in Kinshasa seems to transcend the social barriers of age, ethnicity,

gender, class and race; in Kinshasa almost everyone listens 10 and has sorne familiarity with 'la

musique moderne'. Nonetheless, there are sorne groups of people that only listen to certain

kinds of 'modem' music, and other groups that refuse to listen 10 any 'modem' music

whatsoever. In this section, 1will discuss two ways in which people use musical genres or

categories of music as a means of distinguishing themselves from other members of society.

The two cases 1will present are dirferent in alleast one important way. One is an example of

an internai judgement of popular music (members of older generations condemn young

peoples' music) which does not deny the value of popular music in general. The other

constitutes an external, exclusionary critique (Christians' condemn ail non-religious music)

wbich refuses to condone 'modem' music, regardless of its lyrical or esthelÎc content. Despite

this important difference, the two cases are similar in the way that people use musiaJ genres as

'live lexts' and gestures social distinction.

Given the importance of popular music in everyday social relations, the panicular way

that people identify with the music is everywhere and a1ways a very serious matter. From my

notes:

This is OOl the fint lime l've bcen sitting in my room overbearing a discussion next door about
music. l don't undentaod everything, but 1know that Kova [a 2.1-year oId male wbo lived next 10 me
in the compound ",ben: 1ralled a room] and ms frieods are talkiog about music. l've never lard tban
get together and talk about football, maybe a coincideoœ, maybe 1ooIy bave cars for OOIlversatioos
about music, but wben Ihese IlIYs gel goi0l mey really go off. "\Vera Sou is 62". [They are baviDg a
discussioo about the age of the musiciaDS from tbeir favorite group, Wenge Musical. "No, Masela is
62. 1bow wbat l'm talkiDg aboul" They spiœ their JqUlDCDts wim SDÎpets of melodies to make
tbeir point, ail talking al the samc lime. About an heur later, tbey come into my room and Kovo asks
me who is a bellCr musiciau, Papa Wcmba or Kris Kross [a Americao rap duol). 1 think for a minute
and answer diplomatiallly, "1 don't Iœow Kris Kross's music, but Wembais a vecerm, he's beco
arouod for a 10118 time aod he knows _bat he's doiq.u ''lbat's alll ",..lai to know" he says,
clappina bis bands and lII8I'CbiDg off biumpbmdy. At the smIC lime bis frieods, whoW~ listening
from oext door,l"OIIr in protest (lm. 5, 1996).
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The young people in this anecdote obviously hold more or less similar views about the

importance of the music which they spend sa much time discussing. If they disagree, it is

generallyon the details (age of musicians, musical expertise, etc.). Certain individuals among

them stand out by showing more nuanced knowledge of the music and more intimate

familiarity with musicians' personallives and staries (see ch. 5). When young people are in

the company of older people, however, their position changes somewhat One day Kava

joined me ta visit an elderly friend of mine in the neighborhood. When the conversation

tumed to music, the man openly condemned young peoples' music for ils lack of coherence,

its aggressiveness and its unashamed eroticism. He tumed 10 Kavo and asked somewhat

agressively, "Why do you like this music?" With an embarrassed smile and looking

downward in a gesture of submission, he answered: "It's good music; it's new (fr.

~actuelle')". The eider man threw up bis arms and turned 10 me: "You see, they can't even

explain. They don't understand anything." The eider man's position on young people's

music is strikingly similar to that of Gondola:

La musique, 00 le voi~ a perdu dans le chaos des indépendances sa fonction socialisattice et sa capacité
à se tenir à la lisière de la tutelle politique. Ble est aujourd'hui entraina: dans l'mgreaage de la
production commerc:iale qui laisse peu de place à la véritable création. Aussi, la plupart des mWJiciens
se contentent-ils dtempruoler des sentiers cent fois battus, se plagiant les uns les autres, au son des
mêmes rhythmes et des mêmes thèmes (l'amour sexuel, encore et toujolUS). nfut un temps, par
exemple. où l'orchestre Zaiko laogal8Oga (sic) sortait un album lousles mois! Pour ce faire. le
recours aux pratiques magiques et la OODSommatioo de oaraJfiques. polO' activer l'inspiration et fidéliser
le public, demeurant la règle (Gondola 1993: 167).32

This statement is interesting for a number of reasons. First, it is written by a respected

Congolese scholar (one of the most well-known historians of popular music), and the

moralizing tOIle he takes (one which is common in Congolese writiDg about popular music, sec

Kanm 1972; Lonoh 1969; Nkashama 1992; Tchebwa 1996) is consistent with the moralizing

32'Music in the chaos of indqxDdeoœ bas obviously lost its socializing fUDCtioo md its œpaciry ta keep a sare
dislaDCe (rom political tuteIaF- Today il is s...cpl up in die syslClll ofalIIJIIICRial produdion whicb lcaves
very tilde IDOID for true creatioo. Furtbermore, most mUSÎciaos salisfy themse1ves wilb borrowiD, (rom 'l'dl­
beareo paths, plagiariziDg cach otber widl the SOUDd of the s.ue rhytbms ad themcs (se"uallov~ apin and
always). Tbcre was a timc wben Zaiko Lan,. Laop put out 0IlC album evay moath. To do tbis, raortiDg ta
magic and drup in order to adivale inspiraIiOD mil rope in the public "as the rule. •
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lone of musicians in the production of popular song texts. Second, it is interesting 10 note the

pêle-mêle assortment of factors that explain changes in the music over lime:

commercializalion, lazyness, drugs, sex, and witchcraft Similar explanations are offered by

the Congolese literary critic/popular historian Ngandu Nkashama In bis reading of youth

music as 'rupture', he argues that the inspiration of previous musical generations is "spent" by

poJiticai and economic decay, and this degradation is retlected in the structure of musical texts:

[Les mélodies] expriment toute une certaine dipense de la véritable valeur de productiviré el de
créativité. L'écart manifeste entte la symbolique et l'expressivité textuelle renforce ce sentiment de
'panique soudaine'. On plUJTait même observer qu'ü n'y existe plus de texte construit en séquences
narratives, ou en fragments récitatifs. La cbanson évolue en ~rales. à la manière d'un conglomérat de
clausules elliptiques (Nkashama 1992: 481. empbasis added). 3

According to Nkashama, the Joss of integrity in contemporary popular music is due nOI

only 10 pyscho-sœial aJienation (ibid: 480), but also to the increasing penetration of global

capitalism (Nkashama lcn9). Music is corrupted by these dual forces and in theiT wake

nothing remains except noise:

[Cette musique] se limite parfois à des hurlemenlS et à des rugissements primitifs et elle devient
insaisissable en tant que cantique ou mélopée. La prolifération des instruments les plus bmyants, les
plus cassants et les plus cacophoniques, l'utilisation abusive des sooorit& et des percussions. tout cela
a rmi par réduire la voix à des chuinlemeDts. Et la parole, premier élément de la chanson, est devenue un
râle à peine audible sinon un borborygme confus (Nkasbama 1992: 488).34

Compare these statements with those of people with whom 1spoke in Kinshasa:

Our artists doo't work anymore. The effort locreale sometbing new ('n:d1erdle'] DO looger exïsts.
Now music bas p1ateaued. because Ihcre's DO iDnovatioo aoymore. Big stars gel ibeir ideas from Polo­
Polo [the popular neigbborbood in Bl82ZBville) (Galoukossi Tambu, Aug. 4, 1995)

They don'. do illY researcl1like abey used to (Bokilo Norbert, Sepl 14. 1995).

33'Mdodies exlftSs Ibe 'spalt' DaIUJe of the ttue value ofprodUdivily aod cmdivity. The manifest gap
between symbolics aad textual expn:ssivity œinforces Ibis feeling of 'suddm fBÛC'. One œuld eVal observe
that thcœ m 1000ger wsts a text wmm is c:oosuucted in omaIive scqucoces or œcitative pa1s'.
:w.Young peopIes' music limits itself. tilDes ta primitive bowling and ftB'iDg. md it becomcs
illCOlDplebeasible _ bymn or SOIII. l'be proliferation of iosb'UlDCllts wbicb .eDOisy.Iaud aod~,
the lUe of abusive souod systems aod percussion insttumeDts, ail of this in the CIId n:duœs voiœs 10 a faiDt
biss. And the words,lhe most imporIaDt (8t of the SOIII, become a barely audible groan if DOt a unida1tificd
IIDCOUS beIdl."
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Distinguishing himself on various fronts, singer-songwriter Sam Mangwana gives his

views on 'la musique des jeunes':

It's my way of thinking. 1 try to tell young musicians that they have a lot to leam. Look al young
musicians today, there are no more percussiooists. No one is interested in the Tam Tam, no one is
iOlerested in the sa,ophone or tnDDpet. Everybody wanls 10 dance in front and exhibit bis hip
mavements. But tbat's DOl music, ifs pomography. We should use music ta pass on moral values
[manières de vivre], to make our culture shine, to educate the masses. Il seems like music bas bccome
a means of fulfilling peopies' fanlasies, il's hidcous. 1want to ask young people, ail the authorities,
and the media to stop this pornographic music [cbanson pornographique], it does not honor us al ail
(interview with Ladji Ntoodo, Afro-Vision, Dcc 1997 - Fev 1998: 45).

Thus members of older generatiol1s vicw 'la musique des jeunes' as repetitive, moraUy

bankrupt, no longer based in text, but fixated on dancing, drugs and eroticism.35 Descriptions

of the music of their own youth take the Conn of nostalgia:

Des jeunes gens fredonnaient les joies et les tristesses avec les mélodies envodtantes de Bombeoga ou
de Rochereau. Et les mélodies consolaient. Les harmonies de l'amour sc chantaient avec des trémolos
de Sangana ou de Mujos. Une manière de complicité de l'imaginaire. qui faisait s'articuler les fureurs
du coeur, avec les slridulalioDS des guitares hawaïennes de Nico
(Nkasbama 1992: 479).36

3.iNot onIy by certain Congolese, but also by outsiders. Congolese music is often criticized for being too
'œpelititive'. In ChapIer Seven. 1diSCUS8Cd the cr«llive borrowing of shouts and daoœ steps wbicb are mosdy
resplnsible for this impression. Recent work in the ara of Mrican diapora and performance ha beguu to look
seriouslyat Ibis fcature &Ci an esthdic trait of Black musics in gcneraI (and an. sec Vogd 19(1): 'sampling' in
Nonh Amaican hip hop (Rose 1994), 'venlooing~ in West IndiE.espccially Jamaican styles (Hcbdige 198'7;
~lacAulay 1998). and the 'clumgiDg same' ofOilroy's Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993). For Tricia Rose, facile
criticisms of the repetition in Black music rcOect raciSI stmldards œestbdic aitique tbat uapply and naturalize
dominant cultural principles" (1994: 72). "Ibus the lorturous debaIe 00 sampling in contemporary African­
Amaican music is basc:d on Western notiOll8 of inlelledUal property and plagiarism, but the tams of dUs
debate do DOt mate seme in the COIIlCXt of Afriam«Dvcd musical styles. As M.pret Thompson Drewal
(1991) bas showa, the tnDformalive dynamic ofAfriam pcrformalive ttaditions is depmtlmt upon repetition.
what sbe rclers to as ure-presc:alatioo with aitiœl difTcreoœ" (1991: 38). Blackmusic taken on ilS OWD laIDS
would most liJœ1y view crealive bonowing fJ'Qlll the pœt • a IDealS of valoriZÙII or aJOtalÏDg 811 inhcrmdy
poIitiai social presmt (Mudimbe 1991). On œpetiliœ DI 'n:bearsaI' in Afriam paformaoce, sec Cbemoff
(1979), Iftwal (1991), Fabian (1990), Jules-Rœctte (1975).

J6.YoaDg people used to hum [tbeir] joys and sadœss with the bewitching melodies of BOOlbeoga or
RodIaeau. And melodics oouId console. Hmnœies f:Â love wcre S1DII throuP die lRmOIo ofsm....or
Mujos. A sort of imalÏnary compIicity~ OIIC tbat a'liculatcd the f1D'Ïcs of the beart. (oœumd] with the stridiDg
movcment of Nico ~s Hawaïan guitare'
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While older people view 'la musique des jeunes' as a corrupt fonn of cIassical rumba, it is

still considered a descendant of the rumba tradition. From the perspective of seniors,

young musicians are ta be commended to the extent that they acknowledge their musical

ancestors (ch. 3,10; Tchebwa 1996), but they are inevitably guilty of straying too far from

rumba's basic essence.

This is not the case for listeners of religious music (la musique religieuse). For

Many practicing Christians, 'modem' music is not music at all, but "the business of the

devil" ('une affaire de Satan'). It is perceived as disrespectful, hedonistic and immoral, and

it erects artificial barriers between life on Earth and the "Kingdom of 000", and strictly

opposed to the music of Christians:

Cependant, l'on nous fait savoir que c'est seulemenllorsque cette musique [religieU8e1 est jouée par
des chrétiens qui vivent une vie de foi. de pureté. de prière et de saintélé approfondie qu'elle arrive à
anéantir tout raisonnement orgueilleux dressé conrre Jésus de Nazareth et toute muraille bâtie pour
empêcher les hommes à le rencontrer. Ble permet aussi de capturer tout esprit rebeUe, de le guider
vers Dieu afm de les amener à obéir au Christ de tout leur coeur (Kingunza 1990. Disco Hit
#147).37

ln the insecurity of 'post-pillage' Kinshasa (early 19905), religious participation began to

take on new meanings and proportions (Ndaywel 1993). [n this period of proliferating

proyer groups and "veillées spirituelles" (ch. 3), Christian piety is defined in opposition to

la musique profane and the world of ambience :38

Il is in this way tbat with an ever-changiog rhythm. ["modem' music) continues to celebrate ooly this­
worldly themes, not reali7ing that the Zairean of Zaïre, faced with the enormously difficult task of
subsistence, is 110 longer concerned with leisure (Ndaywel 1993: 4).

37'h bas been made known to us that it is onIy when this [religious) music is played by Christians that
lil'e in faith, purity, prayer and deep saindiness tbat [this music) cao eœie aU fonns of pride used against
Jesus of Nazareth and ail walls constructed to keep men from meetiog Him. [Reügious music) also makes
il possible to captm'e aU rebel spirits, and to guide them loward Gad in arder to bring tbem to abey Christ
with all their hean.·
38Practicing Christians also refer to 'modan' music as 'la musique du monde' \ music of this wodd') and
'la musique IDOIldaioe'.

458
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The following account~ though not written by a Congolese~ captures weil the urgency of

attempts by Congolese Christians to distinguish their music from 'profane~ music:

These Kinshasa bands. which bave become popuIar througbout West and Central Mrica. aeate the
ambienœ of an oneiric and lleeting universe which the public attempts to proloog by spendiDg enlire
oigblS in the bars immersed in the music's melodies and rhythms. The very volume ofthe music and
the play ofliglzts contrib"te to malàng a euphoric atmosphere thot drowns out the frustrations ofthe
day, and tlu! discriminations ofage, incorne. class, and ethnie differences. Affluent youngsters. married
men and unm.arried women take pleasure in Ibis temporary wood. and tbrough the coosumption of
heu. dance and games of seductiœ. tbey taogibly experience personal release and fulfùment (Deviscb
1995: 620-621. empbasis added).

Compare this account of an imagined bar/nightelub with the same author's description of a

charismatic healing church in Kinshasa:

These more Indic. effervescent moments. with dnunming and passionate singing. called animation.
eoact aooDUDUDÎty üfe wbere the frecdom. and idiosyncr&4ly of the individual are rearfmned. atleast in
terms of appearances '" They offer a vision ofan imoginary world and a euphorie atmosphere drowning
out the frustrations ofurban life and the discrimination ofage, wage, class and ethnie differenees. It is
this very combi.nation ofarder aod eupbori~ refereuœ to Christian ethics aod the sensual experience of
release and fulftlmmt, that conlributes to a very body..centa'ed and communitarian construction of a
moral coonnUDÎty (Devisch 1996: 567-568, empbasis added).

In both cases~ music "drowns out" the frustration of modem life in the city and the resulting

feeling of communitas overcomes social division.39 But from a Christian point of view~ these

(wo experiences are completely dirferent: in the case of the church, •euphoria' enables a re­

construction of ·'morai community", while in the nighlclub it is a neeting moment of false

consciousness and temporary pleasure. The social positioning on which these accounts are

based is very similar ID the reactions of the Christian music listeners 1spoke with in Kinshasa:

"Je n'écoute jamais cette musique là. C'est pas bon." ('1 never Iisteo to tbat music. l1's DOt

39NoIic:e the use of the tenD animation. a [am whidll have disauscd in Chapca'1bn:e as adef1DÎDg
charactaistic in the developmmt of °modan· dmœ music. PwOllO (1992) discusses in graIa' detail the social
and musical links between °modan' .... "relilious' musiall styles.



460

good. ') and "La musique profane, je ne connais pas ça. C'est pour Satan" CProfane music, l

don't know anything about il. It's Satanic').

Thus the moral high ground of religious music is a forro of social distinction in which

the pious borrow from the profane, but continually reject any association between the two

[figure 9.3]. In my first visit with a church..based music group, 1noticed during their

performance that a number of people in the congregation were dancing wildly, with large,

ecstatic gestures that made me think of the dancing 1had seen in many live concerts. 1asked

one of the bandmembers if this kind of dancing is acceptable during religious ceremonies. He

answered hesitating: "...It's okay ta dance because they're happy with Gad," somewhat

embamlssed. When he saw that 1was not opposed to the idea, he began 10 expand further,

sitting me down ta show me a passage from the Bible:

Praise the Lord!
Praise God in His saoctuary; Praise Him in His mighly fumamenl!
Praise Him for His mighty ads; Fraise Him acœrding 10 His exœllenl g:reatness!
Praise Him with the sound of the ttumpet; Praise Him with the IUle and the harp!
Praise Him with the timbre! and dance; Praise Him with sttinged instruments and flUles!
Praise Him with 1000 cymbals; Praise Him with clashing cymbals!

(The New King James Ve'sion~ Thomas Nelson 1985)

"You see?" he said. Uh's right here in the Bible!"

To make a case for music as a social space in which people of different persuasions set

out 10 distinguish themselves in various ways is relatively straightforward. In the (wo cases 1

have discussed above, people oppose tbemselves to mainstream manifestations of popular

culture ('la musique des jeunes' and 'la musique profane') in order to assert some form of

priomess or moral superiority (c.f. Wilk 1994). Similar arguments could he elaborated for the

way that women express a preference for 'sentimental' music, or the way tbat sorne music

listeners identify thernselvesfiesta as opposed to ondemba styles of music (ch. 3). Despite a

general acknowledgement of 'traditional' music as something of value (one which has certainly

been influenced by Mobutu's authenticité policy), Most people only deem tbis style of music
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fig 9.3 'Frère Debaba': former'ChocStar', now he sings the praises of Jesus
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appropriate in certain settings (especially funerals and funeral parties). As l discuss in the next

chapter, 6traditional' music cao only become commercially suecessful when it takes the the

rorm of something completely different.

Dialogues Il: Music Unites

There are more thao 300 ethnie groups. a big equatorial forest and ifs Dol even exploited yel. One
group talks and the oilier docsn' t understand. Each one bas its own way of playiog. but we all come
logether on a corner. where we play music for everyone, and there is one language that reUDÎlcs us,
lingala. Thal il is ouradvanlage. When you're in Lubumbashi. you'll hear another music, but when
we play soulcouss il reunites everyone (Lokassa ya Mbongo, Jan. 17, 1998).

Scholars have increasingly become aware of how popular culture cao lead to a

crystallization of national culture and cultural traits (Appadurai 1995; Guibault 1993; Watennan

l~. For Charles Keil, the very act of naming a musical genre may he considered a

declaration of cultural consolidation (1985: 126). In the case of Congolese popular music, this

observation is particularly salient because Congolese music is one of the few musical styles in

Africa which is truly 'national': 6'The transcendance of Rumba, once arrived in Africa, will

clearly identify it with the zairean nation. From this moment on.. we cao say thal •modem'

Zairean music is hom." (Kanza 1972: 41).40 As 1 have discussed elsewhere, African

stereotypes about Congolese are strikingly similar to the way that Congolese musicians are

often described (White 1998a). One young woman with whom 1speke in Brazzaville told me:

"Zaireans are different, the Congolese are boring. Zaireans, even during the economic crisis

you can't believe il, they dance like they have no problems al ail" (c.f. Appiah 1992: 157).

Especially since Mobutu's infamous authenticité, Many Congolese talk about a

coherent ·national culture' which takes its strength in pan from the Congo's high degree of

40r am grateful to Picter Rcmes for tbis observaliOD.
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ethnie diversity. Given the success of Congolese dance music in other parts of Africa, many

Congolese view this culture as a precious resource which must he promoted~ protected, and

utilized:

Our music bas a special power of conquesl (Socrales. interview Dec. 21, 1995)

1 was initiatcd by them [bis musical predecessors], tbat's why 1aoswer to die calI today. because they
are no longer arouod. We're here to cany on the tarch sa that CongoJese culture shines al an
intemationallevel. that's why we live abroad (Sam tvfangwana interview with Ladji Ntondo. Afro­
Vision, Decembre 1997 - Fevrier 1998: 44).

Some headlines from recent music magazines published in Kinshasa:

'1"sbala ~Iwana defends Zairean music in London" (Super Stars, n.d)
''Zaireao music sought aCter in Africatt (L'As des As, October 1990)
'1"az Bolingo surprises the Zambians" (L'As des As, Detober 1990)
"Papa Wemba the biggest star in the West Indics" (Disco. # 60. 6th year)

Clearly, the relationship between music and identity, especially national identity, is not

a simple one (Wade 1998). Music in its most commercial fonn bas the potential te contribute

to the crystallization of a national identity, or wbat Watennan (1990) refers to as ~pan-ethnic'

identity. Despite the fact that Most people in Kinshasa perceive soukouss (see White 1998) as

inauthentic. this music has given non-Congolese a hook on which 10 bang perceptions of what

it means to be Congolese. Character traits of Congolese musicians become generalized ioto

national stereotypes. Congolese are perceived by other Africans as 'very cool in their ways'

(Le. good dancers) and 'really goad-timers' (Chemoff 1979: 149), but also as hedonistic,

promiscuous and not hard-working, traits which are often used to describe musicians. The

ambiance (pany atmosphere) and.frime (cockiness) often associated with Congolese music bas

come to stand for the country itself. A Congolese music promoter 1splke with explained the

stereotypes he encountered while travelling in various parts of West Africa: '''Vou work?'
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they said~ 'We thought you guys didn't work. We thought you just sing and dance all the

lime.' They must think we eat music." (M. Socrates, Dec. 21, 1995).

The Flexibility ofTexts

Thus al one level music serves to bring Congolese together under a national, imagined

identity (Anderson 1983). At another level, however~ music is used as a fonn of social

distinction (Mitchell 1956; Bourdieu 1984) and different types of people can he opposed to

each otber, each trying to distinguish themselves from within the same expressive milieu.

Such is the case with senior musicians, whose status as living ancestors of popular music

depends to sorne extent on juniors' recognition. Women and men are similarly opposed

through music. Women enjoy sangs which sing about male irresponsibility and female

suffering ("C'est Dur la Vie d'une Femme Celibataire"; "Mario") and men enjoy songs which

criticize women as capricious or mercenary ('·Quatres Boutons"; "Mamiwara") or songs in

which men win over the love of a beautiful woman ("Marie Louise''').

This brings me to my final point Meaning in popular Congolese music (if not African

music in general), is characterized by its 'open-endedness'. Open-ended oot ooly because

directness of speech cao sometimes lead to censorship and even imprisonment (Onyumbe

1994; Mbala-Nkanga 1997), but also because the most successful examples of expressive

culture in this setting are those that give people something to talk about: something on which

they can disagree, take positions, side with one another and express their identity, whether it

he individual or social7 clothed in 6 modernity' or steeped in 6 tradition' . These layers of

meaning are masks which proteet individuals as they engage in various kinds of serious,

critical play(Drewa11992; Likaka 1'R7).

The best example of this play of meanîDg is also the song which 1would argue is the

Most talked about song in the history of Congolese plpular music7 "Mario" by Franco's O.K.
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Jazz. The song itself bas appeared in at least three completely different versions (or

"episodes"), each one using more or less the same music but with different words. It attraeted

a great deal of attention al first, not ooly because it was long enough to take up an eotire 33

rpm record by itself (Ewens 1994), but also because it addressed the very sensitive tapie of

aIder women and younger male gigolos. Gondola's reading is a straightforward analysis of

the text as a "disturbing and captivating love story between a middle-aged woman and her

younger male mate" (1997: TI). In fact, from Gondola's point of view this very controversial

song is an example of how the limitations on freedom of expression under the Mobuw regime

led musicians 10 explore the ~'last artistic frontier: day-to-day lire" (78).

Dieudonné Mbala-Nkanga, also writing 00 Fmnco's "Mario", bas argued tbat in fact

Franco's lyrics must he understood in more sbicdy political terms. According ta Mbala..

Nkanga, the song "Mario" constitutes a masked critique of political elites who take advantage

of other people's money (i.e. embezzlement of national funds), thus forcing the majority of

young, able men iote comprornising positions of emasculated dependency. The two readings

are substantially different, one claiming that the text reflects an avoidance of 'political' issues,

and the other arguing that the song addresses head on (albeit through the use of metaphor) the

political uses and abuses of power in the Zairean post-colonial state. And these are only two

potential readings, scholarly interpretations which from the point of view of many Coogolese

are not stnlcturally different from other accounts which circulate via Kinshasa's legendary

'radio trottoir'.41

By rmishing with this example 1want to œil attention to the way that popular songs

function as live texts, bringing people together, pulling them apan, and providing a staging

area in which various kinds of competition and solidarity are aclivated in the complex

41According ta loc:aI aaumts inKins~ die original version of die sana was ceasored by Mobutu, who took
il as a penœal afTroot sinœ bis wife (who apparaIdy cojoyed the SOIIg illllJlCllSdy) w.lmown 10 bave scvetal
YOUIIIU lovas. IDstad oC rvalling che fust VasiOD. Fnmro issucd a secood version. thïs lime with düTermt
wanls, wbidt he callcd l&RqxJnse 18Mario" CMario's ADswer'). After this UDpR:Cedalred gesture, aU oC
KiDSIwa altempted la figme OUI why Frmœ bad cbmged the worcls, aod w_poIicicai machiuauoas served as
the bldJlOUDd for bis dcâsioo. Even today, aImost lai yan aftcr Fno:o's dcaIh. people .-c still taIking
about tbe mcaain. of tbîs series oC SOI1JS.
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processes of identity fonnation. Good sangs are good to lhink, and in order to think about a

song its meaning must necessarily be open-ended or flexible. This does not mean that songs

are valued to the extent that they are ambiguous, but that song texts must he open-ended to

sorne extent in arder for different kinds of people to find something of persona! or social

value. As 1have suggested above, texts which remainflexible reduee the risk of poIiticai

persecution, but open-ended texts are also more conducive to the play of tropes which is

particularly characteristic of African expressive culture (De Boeck 1994; Kramer 1993).42 My

attempts 10 impose a coherent order on this vast and rapidly changing world of meanings (as in

my anaIysis of signposts and tropes) is in the end subverted by an audience-based approach

which looks at how people pick up musical texts (both lyrics and genres) and infuse them with

meaning as part of a larger project of social and individual distinction.

Nonetheless, the tropes and signposts 1have discussed above are clearly related to

ether themes that have emerged from myanalysis in previous chapters: the plea ('na leH yo')

for people in positions of power 10 act in socially responsible ways (ch. 8), the dizzying

effects ('na komi zoba') of life in 'modem' Africa where the poor are increasingly left te fend

for themselves ('pasi na pasi', 'nani a kosunga ngai?, and the particular ways in which

individual identity is embedded in social dialogues about male-female relationships ('moterna',

'bolingo') and Kinshasa's unique form of urban ethnicity. In the following chapter, 1will

discuss how these same themes contribute specifically 10 our understanding of the way that

people experience 'modemity'.

42This œp«t of die music is CVCIl furtber acœolUaled by tbe fa tbat LiDgaia. a a-tu lauguage wbicb bas
beeo simplifiai (some tbint aeatal) by an oqoing missiœ.y md œlODiai pracoce, shows a lot of saDllllic
sbiftiDg.
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Part Four: The Meaning of Music
Chapter Ten: Modernity's Spiral

Versioning ~Modemity'

The Feeling of ~Modernity' in Kinshasa
Winking in the Midst of Adversity

The Tangled Dance of "Tradi-Modemity"
The Art of Love
Urban Ethnicity
Anchoring the Self

'Tradition' and 'Modernity' Objectified
Modem Things Come in Twos
Magic and ~Modemity's' Incompleteness
The Amazing ~Modernity' Machine

Modemity's Spiral

ln this view, what is distinctive about any particular society is not the fact or extent of its
modemity, but rather its distinctive debates about modernity, the historicai and cultural
trajectories that sl'ape its appropriation of the means of modernity, and the cultural
sodology ...that determines who gets to play with modernity and what defines the rules of
the game.

(Appadurai and BrecJœmidge 1995: 16, original empIIa9s)

C'est difficile de rester soi-même.

(Manda Tchebwa on the subject of globalizatiOll)



468

Versioning Modernlty

Wbether in reactionary romanticisms or in Futurist celebrations of the new1 whelher in a
confidenl optimism in the ameliorative capacities of modem science or a nostalgie longing for
the unalienaaed. unhurried-and. by DOW 1 unfamiliar-traditiooal sense of commuoity. much of
Westan thought about intellectual and sociallife is predieated upon an understanding of wbat il
is to he modem. and on reactions. whether positive or negative. (0 the Cacl of modemity (Appiah
1992: 107).

Il is not difficult 10 argue that the whole world has been affected by 'modernity',

especially given the current intellectual fascination~ both inside and outside of academi~

with globalization. GloOOlization, after all, with its specifie brand of lale capitalist multi­

national corporatism, is the most logical extension of 'modemity' t in whieh the only true

universals are money and a fetisbized notion of individuaJ free will. Il is less common,

however, to argue that the whole world is ~modem', or (even less common) that

'modemity' can Mean different things in different places. Thanks in part 10 the critical

Marxist scholarship of the 1970s, we are beginning to understand 'modemity' not only as

a condition but also as a process (Miller 1994: 58), one that includes both core (the

industrial West) and periphery (the industrializing Rest). For sorne, tbis globalizing

6modemity' conjures up images of the decay of local cultures and finely woven social

fabries of custom (Devisch 1996; Friedman 1991), while for others it is an empowered,

creolizing present which enables-people te benefit from and make use of various individual

and group identities (Hannerz 1987; B. Williams 1991).

Based on my data, 1could certainly makc the observation that what is happening

in Congolese popular music is an example of the 'modemist passion' (Balandier 1955), in

which Africans express their will to he modem through Western language, dress, and

various kinds of consumer goods. While this observation may he true, and white 1do

believe that the markers and symbols of 'heing modem' are imponant to people in Africa,

in the end 1 am afraid that this line of reasoning perpetuates the Westem mytb of

·modernization' which assumes that everyone else in the world wants to he modern "like
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us" and that the propensity for Western goods is a naïve atternpt at mere imitation. 1 Thus

we have ta he carefuJ about feading Congolese practices through Western notions of what

il means to he 4 modemY
• As Sally Falk Moore bas argued7 Ult is easy for the observer ta

play Thorstein Veblen in town and in the bushn (19%: 587).2

Daniel Miller (1994) has criticized a large body of writing which takes

'modemity' as its primary subject but which he argues fails to see 4modemity' as

something culturally (and thus historically) contingent. As Miller points out, discussions

of modemity are usually framed by a set of descriptive traits which presumably

characterize the 'modern condition': sorne form of social disintegration y the compression

of space and lime through advances in communication and tmnsporty increasing

urbanizatioD, the transformation of social relations through capitalist modes of production,

ever-increasing rates of teehnological innovation, heightened individualism, and so on. He

is inspired by the work of Hegel, who argued that modemity is both a cause for celebration

and the central problem for humanity, since it brings with il self-consciousness, but also

alienation (Adorno and Horkheimer 1993). Thus alienation is seen as a defining

characteristic of the modem condition.3

Miller does oot engage with the very pricldy question of post-modemity, arguing

that even without this debate, the problem of modernity is "more often involœd than

described" (1994: 291). Nonetheless, Jameson's post-modernist manifeste on 'Iale

capitalism' Îs important to my argument iosofar as il sees art as S{)mething embedded in the

social and economic fabrie of society (1984: 54), and Harvey's (1989) anaIysis offers

sorne insight iota the crucial distinction between 'modernism' and 'modernity' which 1set

out in the introduction. In the end, however, 1must agree with the Comaroffs that Most of

lWeslaD social thougbt. whicb bas placed itse1f al the caller of an epic tale ofProgress (Comaroffs 1992~
Mudimbe 1988; Said 1978). viavs modemity as ''the la1DÏD1IS toward whicb DOD-Weslcm peopIes
constaDdy edge-without evcr aetuaIly arriving" (CœJaroffs 1993: xii).
2Areference to Vchien's emy study œleisure and coaspiCU0U8 CODSUIDpUOIl.
3Sscwbae Miller (1987), drawing beavily from Hegel's noIioo of objedificaliOD. bas made a compeiliDg
argument for the idca tbat proœsses ofCOIISUIDpIioo in laie capitalism aetually bave a revening dTec:t on
the proœss ofalienation. sinœ the 11I&98 cœsumptioo of mmmercial goods permit the formation of DCW

identilics. botb individual ..cdIedive.
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the writing on post-modemity is primarily valuable for what il tells us about modernity

(1993: xi).4 According to Miller, 'VJ"he universalizing tendencies of theories of modernity

do not easily juxtapose with the relativising imperative of ethnographically infonned

anthropology" (ibid: Il; cf Moore 19(6). And this is the inspired moment in Miller's

work, the proposition that locally informed ethnographie research can potentially lead us 10

the comparative study of modemity (Miller 1993: 68).

ln this chapter 1want to argue that if we look closely al commercial dance music in

the Congo, what we see is a partieular vision of 'modernity', one which not ooly reflects

local dreams and aspirations, but one which also tells us somelhing about the predicament

of living on the receiving end of global industrial capitalism. Congolese debates about

'modemity' maintain the distinction between 'traditionar and 'modem' but, unIike

Western discourses, fail to see anything unnatural about the two occupying the same

historica1 and symbolic space. In fact, as 1will argue in tbis chapter, Congolese 'tradition'

and 'modemity' feed on each other in a never-ending spiral through which theyare

mutually displaced and transformed. In this context, the challenge is ta keep the self

together ("rester soi-même'') in the face of adversity which seems to he coming from ail

directioos7 and whose source is increasingly difficult ta identify (De Boeck: 1998a). The

production and perfonnance of popular dance music gives us important insight iDto how

social actors understand and refashion their place in an ever-globalizing local wond.

My first impulse in organizing this cbapter was to write one section about the

'traditional' aspects of music and one about its 'modem' aspects, but 1socn realized that

4A nmnber ofreœnl .actes on post-modemity and expressive culture bave maoaged 10 engage in airical
discussions of these issues in an African seuiDg. Hcre 1am tbinking ofKarin Barber md Christopher
WalenDllll. who claim to have identificd ail the dcf1DÎDg c:t.actaisrics of post-modern cslbdic:s in a
"tradiriooal' local genre of praise podry in Yœubaland (in Miller 1995). Nkasbama'" wriltCD several
articles (1979; 1992) about the esthena of youth d-.œ IIlIISÏc aod the very post-modem mot metaphon of
vert;g~JDl ruptuT~ wbidlaœ COIISÏstcnt widl my OWD fmdïngs on the musical style. and Filip DeBoedt's
(1998a) vay eaaagio, discussion ofdeaIh aDd manory in the Luoda tegiOD of the COIJIO allempl8 to
formulate au apptOlllCb based 00 the analysis ofaisis. In ber article about loœllevel political aetiQll in
post-socialist Taozania, saUy Falk-Moore falls vietim to the trop of the post-modcmist dcbace. By framing
beraqumalt • a Iargerdisc:ussiœ about the 'post-modem qUCStiOD', sile abaodoas ha" vay rich daIa aod
by the cod of the article we IR Idt with the UIIÎIlSpÎI'ed coodusiœ thal we sbould question rhc
'"applopriafales.' ofmode1s grouadcd inEuropca bistory" (1996: 604).
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this structure was artificial and clumsy, sa 1decided to write one section about how

'traditional' music is 'modem' and anotherabout how 'modem' music is 'traditional'.

Unfortunately, this approach did not capture the complexity either. In the current version,

1hope ta show how 'modernity' and 'tradition' are a1ways and already intertwined, and

how this symbiotic play retlects the way in which people attempt 10 gain rnastery over the

rupture of lire in a 'modern' African world (De Boeck 1996; Jewsiewicki 1991, see Coda).

The first section of this chapter sets out to describe this entanglement through the musical

trope of 'tmdi-modemity'. This will he followed by a description of how 'tradition' and

'modemity' are objectified and variously put to use (not only by thase in positions of

relative power), and the final section will attempt to draw together material from various

sources, using the notion of mastery to explain how 'modemity' in a Congolese sclting

maves in the fonn of a spiral. But first 1want to give a brier description of daily Iife in the

'modemity' of Kinshasa, and sorne of the possibilities for expressing this particular way

of 'being in the world'.

The Feeling of 'Modernity t in Kinshasa

Musicians, and ail the noise and ceremony that usually accompanies them, have

a1ways represented an in-between category in African societies. 1have already discussed

the complex social position of the popular musician, who is simultaneously dependent on

various forms of sponsorship and socially free with regards to consumption and social

movement (ch. 5). Even in the colonial period, musicians were among the very few

categories of Africans that were allowed to he in the European neighborhoods after curfew,

since they were often hired to play music at private parties and events in the elite parts of

toWn. Thus popular musicians have an intimate relationship with 'modernity'. But their
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visible presence in an emerging African public sphere (ch. 2) bas also made them

vulnerable to the whims of various foons of colonial and post..colonial authority. Through

this very 'modem' form of cultural expression, they embody the voice of a people trying to

forge their own past in an ever-modemizing entangled present

In Kins~ the visible signs of modem life do not seem out of place. As in Most

world cities of more than 5,000,000 people, there is a surplus of automobiles, billboards

and Deon signs, taU buildings, satellite dishes and cellular phones (Hannerz 1996). People

tolerate the particular mixture of exhaust and urban dust that results from too many years

of political neglect Most accept the fact that their eaming potential is not enough to enable

them to pay for shared private raxis (fr. 'transport commun') so instead they wail, often

for hours, ta get a space in one of the large transport trucks known Iocally as 'fulafula'

(from the English 'fuH', Godard 1985). People often say, "MOOka ekufi" ("the country is

dead''), and uKinshasa la Belle" is DOW referred 10 as uKinshasa la Poubelle" ('Kinshasa

the Garbage Cao'). But despite the difficult conditions of city life in 1990s Zaïre, people

from Kinshasa are very proud te refer to themselves as being KÎnoÎs (ch. 2, 9). Being in,

and especially from, Kinshasa is a status symbol and a sign of peoples' place in

'modernity': Kinshasa is 'polo mwindo' ('the black man's Europe') and in Kinshasa "you

can get anything you want".5

As in cities all over the world, people in Kinshasa show their 'modem' colors

through a whole series of culturally determined markers such as language (Lingala with

elements of French mixed in is the language of choice, see ch. 9,10), dress (women

combine high heels with three-piece "tmditional style" dresses made of local or imported

wax cloth; men wear dress slacks, dress sbirts and imported leather shoes) and education

(apart from politics and music, this is still the primary means of social status and

advancement). The way they travel througb the city (by foot, by taxi, or in a private car

Srhis fœmulatiOIl (alleast impIiady) always staDds in relalioo to the city's Olhcr, the country (Williams
1973), a point wbich 1will disuss in gRater detaiI bcIow. Fabian (1990), writing about coI00ial
Bizabcthvill~argues that while cdmïc-based hmnor was popuIar in Ibis paiod, ilwas lIIlft focuscd 0Il1be
distinctioo betwcen city aod c:ountry m.. on edDc marten lM' 2.
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with chauffeur, c.f. De Certeau 1984) and the particular neighborhood they call home

(people who live in the posh neighborhoods of Binza or Gombe--Ia viUe-usually let this

fact he known, while those from the poor areas of the city tend not to draw attention ta

their place of residence, ch. 9) are symbols of class status, but they are also markers of

'modemity'.6 Though neighborhoods in Kinshasa today are much more organized along

social than racial lines, it is still the case that living in la ville is the most visible Marker of

modem status in contemporary life in Kinshasa. The 'truly modem' are thase that actually

leave Kinshasa altogether, presumably to somewhere in Europe or North America (Ii.

'poto'), aImost always with a gloriaus retum in mind (Gandoulou 1989).

Music is everywhere in Kinshasa. It occupies a special place in the urban

landscape, animating households, storefronts, taxis and bars, and dominating various

kinds of local television. Despite the city's double passion for music and things ~modem',

hawever, it is rare 10 hearcontemponuy popular music thatcomes from anywhere outside

of the country.7 When asked why this is the case, most people respond with answers

about the language barrier with foreign musics, or the fact that "we grew up listening to

this music; it's ail we know". Given commonly held beliefs about how Africans show a

uniform preference for foreign., imported goods (Geschiere and Rowlands 1996; Warnier

19(3), the case of Congolese popular music is striking:

Zaiœan music sbould he an explosioo. but iostead il ends op beiug like an implosion. It's crazy.
Il's a music that is profouodly commercial and hyper-sellabie. but il is ooly intel'eSled iu itself
(M. Gilbert, May 14. 1996).

6As 1discuss in Chapter Two. urban ZDDÏDg datïug from die early c:oIooial period separaaed the city into
IWO dislinct sectors, la dtl (popIl_ oeisJ1borhoods for Afriams) and llJ ville (dite neighborhoods for
Europcaos). During tbis paiod. ODe of the maia thorougbf.-es betweœ Africao md Europem
nc:ilhbœboods was a long. ttee-1iDed roaI on ",mm crame w. forlXddm arterct.k. Today Ibis road cuts
through KinsIuBa's dite golfal COUDtty dub'" serves a prioImly dccoraIive parpose.
7As 1suggest in Chapter Two and Chapter 1'bn:e, COIIgoICSC are demy aware oC romp musical styles and
have been for a long lime, but iD Ihc public spbere of c:ontemporaly Kinshasa, nœ-Conpese music is
rardy hea'd. Bascd cm iJlformai ObservaliOllS, Coo,oIeae are more likely to Iistel1 10 ·Wcstan' music in
domeslic spaœs or Walem-style ralaW1lllts. Coaqwe widl Deviscb's (1995) sugcsliOD tbat people in
Kins"".e more ·Westan' in public thao in privarc.
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Manda Tcbebwa bas explained this cultural self-sufficienœ in tenns of an internal cultural

esthetic which is somehow born of itself:

When a guitarisl creates sometbing, he doesn't refer lo the outside. he refers to bis own esthetic.
a Zaireao esthetic. He feels al home (fchebwa, persooal communication).

If Congolese listen primarily to Congolese music il is Dot only because of the elaborate

inward-looking cultural politics of 6Mobutisme' (sec KapaJanga 1987), which promoted

local music by banning foreign music and through the nationalization of local industries

(Young and Turner 1985), but also because the average Congolese did not have a standard

of living which would permit the luxury of free will with regards to musical choice. As

one infannant told me, "We didn't have a record player. We had to listen to the radio."8

Thus history and potities have been such that within national borders, but

especially within Kinshasa, the only ~modem' music that people listen to is their own

hame-grown brand of already African Afro-Cuban music, la musique Zaïroise moderne.

Foreign tunes from the U.S. and France are sometimes heard in luxury hotels, and kally

produced religious music is rapidly gaining a significant audience (ch. 3). but in Kinshasa

the tenn musique moderne refers specifically and exclusively to local popular dance music.

Popular music in the Congo, as much a visual as an aurai experience, carries with it all the

accoutrements of musical 'modemity': electric guitars, music videos, microphones, fancy

cars with mobile phones, romance, flashing lights, world tours and high fashion. While 1

am interested in how 6foœign' commodities are used by people in Afri~ this discussion is

nol ta he taken as a rehearsal of the cargo cult phenomenon. Instead, 1will discuss how

people iDvest ~foreign' goods with entirely new meanings (Burke 1996; Norget 1996;

Rowlands 1996; Vagel 19(1). Congolese popular music certainly rnakes use of foreign

abjects as a pan of an elaborate system of signification, but as 1will argue below, tbis

8Presumably Ibis rcfers to the paiod during which the ooly ratio to broadcast w. the state·spoasoraI
station.
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'modem exterior' is only the most visible aspect of a complex set of social processes and

lived practices.

Winking in the Midsl ofAdversity

This period. ies a period of aisis. We're stagnatiog. People are ttying to find themselves.
'Vith the shock caused by modanism. everyone winks al the pasl in arder to situate lhemselves
somewhere (Ntondo 19ITf: 44, interview with Sam ~(angwaoa).

ln Kinshasa, most people with whom 1discussed popuJar music were impressed

but nol surprised by the fact that 1travelled ail the way from North America to study

Congolese music and society. For many people my presence simply confirmed what they

already knew about their music: il is good and it is 4 modem'. In fact, what they found the

most surprising is that more research had not already been done about what they referred to

as "the ooly music to have colonized the rest of Africa". The avemge Kino;s is extremely

knowledgeable about popular music, especially its history. In this land of a million

infonnants~ il is very common to hear stories about particular musical figures, their

personal histories, pet peeves, and personality quirks (ch. 5). But one is just as likely to

hear sophisticated analyses of the musical style's various 'anœstors' and how 'modem'

music borrows directly from 'traditional' music or folldore .

Thus popular discourse on music in Kinshasa reveals important areas of local

knowledge about the complex interaction between 'tradition' and 'modemity'. In

discussing the articulation(s) of 'tradition' and 'modemity' in an African setting, 1am

tempted al first 10 use a model in which successive layers of modemity are superimposed

upon a social body with a 'modem' exterior and a 'traditional' undemeath.9 But in this

90evisdl impIies that Congolese are 'WeslaD' in public and •African' in private, a varialion 00 the
idcntity in layas thane which he atlribules ta missioo edualbOO and cash ecooomy (1995: 594).
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of a larger strategy to praye their capacity to he 'modem'. 10 Certainly the ather-directed

presentation of self occurs in Africa as it does anywhere, but as Friedman bas shown, this

model is based on the Western distinction between extemal appearances and an

essentialized internai 'self, and thus is not able to account for what he refers 10 as an

African notion of 'life foree':11

And while the borderline oarcissism involved in this may bave been sucb tbat the dandy was
relatively bound lo the" gaze of the ather' for bis own well-being, this entire world of activity
occurred and OCClD'S again today in a larga- tmiverse in wbicb appeaance and bang are quile
distinct from one another, i.e. where there is, in principle, al least, a "real penon' beneath the
surface. Such is nol the case for the Congolese, where. teodentiaUy. appeaIancc and being are
identical -- you are what you wear. Nol because ' clothes make the man' but because clothes are
the immediate expression of the degree of liCe-force possessed by a person. and life-force is
everywhere and always external (Friedman 1990b: 316).
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1am also skeptical about a model which argues that people say one thing (i.e. "we are

modem") and do something different (such as the practice of witchcraft). As 1will show

• below, people have a much more sophisticated undersranding of the play between

.. tradition' and 'modernity'. If the simultaneous presence of things "modem' and things

"tradilionaJ' is viewed as something of a puadox by Western social thoughl't it is primarily

because the Enlightenment's creation myth has made 'tradition' and 'modernity' mutually

exclusive (i.e. you cannot he modem and practice witehcraft).12

1n the Congo, modemist discourses and practices calI uJX>n and sometimes

contradict the non-modem. The past is always present and people ·wink' al it in order to

position themselves within a modem here and now (Geertz 1973). Without ignoring the

undeniable feeling of rupture which characterizes 'modernity' in Africa and its various

•
10Jameson (1984) discusses the post-structural critique of hermeneutic models of depth. many of which
assume a subjectivity based on false consciousness. See also Appadurai (1995), and ~fagubaoe's (1971)
response lo ~,litcbell (1956).
I1For an t31ier treabDenl oC "life force' •especiaUy with regards to reügious practices DI cosmology. sec
Tempels (1959). On "liCe forœ' and powerobjects. sec Gwete (1986) and various references in Jewsiewicki
(1996).

12Fabian bas referred lo tbis process as the ·denial ofcoevalness' (1983), or the ··refusal to think traditioo
and modemity as cœtemporary" (l~: 71).
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'alibis' (Comaroffs 19(3), l will draw upon receot writing which argues tbat the historical

extension of 'modemity' has not reduced the world to sameness (Appadurai 1990;

Comaroffs 19(2). Al the same lime, however, we must he wamed agaiost the danger of

using "scattered examples of the cultural fiows dribbling from the 'periphery'... as a way

of dismissing the 'grand narrative' of capitalism ...tt (Ferguson and Gupta 1992: 19). ft is

precisely this inattention to global historical processes that 1have attempted to avoid in my

writing (ch. 2,4,6,8). More precisely, 1have tried 10 show how popular music

represents one instance of actors strategically objectifying 'modemity' and 'tradition' in an

attempt to come to tenns wi th the dis-integration and alienation which characterizes life in

the post-colony.

The Tangled Dance of Tradl-Modemlty

Modem Coogolese music, like tbat of civilized countties from all over the globe. DOW takes part.
thaoks le the devdopment oC radio and eleeuOllÏcs. in our everyday life; we live it every day. Il
bas entered our social and ecooomic lives like pcrfume or tootbpaste. Il hmJ impregnated the
rhythm of our work and leisure. We cannot do without il (Lonob 1969: 7).

ln an atternpt to tease out an understanding of the ways in which 'tradition' and

'modernity' are lang)ed up together, 1constantly found myself separating the two and then

proceeding to show how they were separable only in theory. Il was in listening to one of

my favorite music cassettes that 1 found a way out of this academic predicament Swede

Swede, as 1discussed in Chapter Three, were one in a long series of urban traditional

groups whose music is often referred 10 as 'tmdi-modeme', a term which accurarely

refiects the ambiguous nature of the hybrid style for which they have become known.

Listening to the music of Swede Swede (Boketehu Premier) [audio eue 12], the listener is

sb1lCk not only with the faet that the instruments on this very 'modem' SOundîDg album are
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by defini tion 'tmditional', but also that the song structure alternates between •traditionaf

folklore (no break between verse and chorus, calI and response, ete.) and 'modem' ballad

(see for example Bolœtehu's remake of Wendo's "Marie Louise"). For the musicians of

Swede Swede this structural ambiguity (ail shouts, no guitars) is Dot a paradox, but the

music's primary selling point It is oot 'traditional modem' music or 'modem tradi tianal'

music, but 'la musique tradi-modeme' (c.f. Waterman 1997). In the following sections of

titis chapter, 1will discuss three cultural fields which reflect a similar hybridity: male­

female relations, ethnicity and notions of the self.

The Art ofLove

Na kende pe na poto na zonga ode Lipopo
Julieone 82JIli importée ya paradis terrestre
Na kende pc na poto na zooga nde Iipopo
Numéro na ngai na lingaka Julienne

l've been 10 Europe and baclt to Lcopoldville
Julienne is importcd from beaven
rve been 10 Europe and back to Lcopoldville
The one for me is Julienne

("Julienne Importée", African Sukisa, 1968)

We do not usually associate love with Aftica. Not only because il is one of those

topies, along with popular culture (Fabian 1978) and emotion (Lutz & Abu-Lughod 1990),

that often gets relegated to the status of epi-phenomena, but also because Africa was one of

social anthropology's great laboratories for working out scientific theories of kioship, early

stale formation, ritual, and oow development (Moore 1994). Where womeo were not

invisible they were nothing more than signs of modernity's alterity: the rural, the

ritualesque, the natural (Comaroffs 1993: xxviii). Where relations between the sexes were

discussed, they were either manifestations of social exebange through marriage, or examples
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of exotic sexual practices and ritual (Bryk 1939).13 This left very little room for love~ which

from the point of view traditional social anthropology was not in itself a legitimate object of

scientific inquiry.

Social anthropology bas also contributed to a commonly held Western

misconception of male-female relations in Africa as being mechanically based in the

authority of 'tradition' and 'custom'. In an urban environment this is obviously not the

case. In fact~ what you see in Afri~ much more sa than in Western countries, is a variety

of relationship forms between the sexes (van den Laar 1995). Women's roles in these

relationships include the concubine, the wife, the co-wife~ the arranged wife, mistresses of

various types and of course, the girlfriend. 14 Men in 1980s Kinshasa were placed in one

of three social categories: le chic (the young well-dressed man that you want ID he seen

with), le choc (the love of your life, your true prince charming), and le cheque (the older

and necessarily more wealthy "sugar daddy"). As 1 have suggested in previous chapters~

an ethnographie anaJysis of male-female relations might look ta culturally-specific ideas of

reciprocity (ch. 7,9), and the importance of magic to contesting and rekindling love (ch.

9)~ but would also benefit [rom a more detailed examination of the naWre of male-female

relations over lime, and how these relations are influenced by changes in economics,

politics and demography (ch. 3).

Understanding the nature and history of gender relations in an urban context is

extremely important for the tapic 1have addressed in this thesis. In urban African contexts~

especially that ofKins~men and wornen are brought together and tom apart in ways that

maJœ lire in the city a place of wonder and charm, but a1so a place of poIiticized sexual

tension. Nowhere is this more evident than in popular music. An examination of the lyrics

13nns brief overview 00es DOt acmunt for work whicb bas bcco clone on intapersooal relations in African
marriage, here 1am tbinking p.nadarly of the rida etbDograpbic ....yses of Meyer Fortes (1949), ...
ER Evms-Pritebard (1974), but also Fabian (1978; 1979) and Pman (1987). Tba'e bave also beeo several
studia of love and pasiOD in Afriamsociety, allbougb they -= rdativdy obscure in 8IltbropolOlical
àrdes: Jaowiak (1995), Little (l973), and van derLaan (199S).
14rrhe numcrons categories ofwomen desaibed by Combaire-SylvaiD (1968) are 1dIiDg: coŒubine,
prostitules reguJibes, prostituhs clantkstine, prostitwes occasionnelles, femtMs libres, fmuru!s faciles.
La Fontaine (1974) adds two lIlCft social caaegories: fmunes libres s'rieuses and vaktfes.



•

•

•

of popular songs (ch. 9) shows how women are both glorified as objects of beauty and

denigrated as licentious and opportunistic (Gondola 1997; Onyumbe 1982; Tchebwa 1996).

Men's symbolic authority eomes from their ability to distinguish between the two. Male

charm and the ability te seduce through song is an expression of urban sophistication, a

manifestation of Balandier's "passion moderniste" (1966), in which men eompete for status

as the mœt 'romantie' or the most 'séducteur'. As 1will argue below, mueh of the

discussion about women is primarily of interest for what il reveals about men.

One thing that is clear about modem life in Kinshasa, even without access ta the

music, is that love matters a great deal. Of eourse it is oot always just love (ch. 9), since

love cornes in Many forms, and since there are many examples of how the idiom of male­

female relations is used ta cover up political protest and disil1usion with authoritarian rule

(Fabian 1998; Jewsiewicki 1995; Mbala-Nkanga 1997). In Chapter Three 1relate tbis

fixation on malters of the heart ta the demogmphies of male-female relations during the

colonial period, and elsewhere 1have argued that tbis phenomenon ean aJso be seen as a

form of popular response to powerlessness in a setting of extreme authoritarian rule (White

1Wl). Certainlya fixation on love and sex can he perceived as somethiog subversive,

since bom are centered on persona! gratification at the expense of the intcrests of the

group.15 Musicians in Kinshasa prefer to sing about male-female relations partly because

they are concemed about holding on to a fan base which they believe would tum its back

on music with politically engaged lyrics, but also because they feel that lyrics with political

overtones May have an adverse effect on their ability te attract and maintain various kinds

of desperately oeeded patron-based support (ibid).

Apart from these material and objective explanations for the prevalence of lyrics

about love in popular Congolese music, 1aIso want to argue that expressions of romantic

15t.ila Abu-Lughod (1990) bas written about how Bedouin love poetry refieclS changes not only in local
level micropolitics but also in national and international political struggles. [n these various senings.love
poetry, wbich is increasingly distributed 00 cassette, threaIens eiders' conlJOl and authority over sexuality
and marrisge amoog youth.

480
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love are an integral part of a discourse of being 'évolué' or 'modem' .16 This observation

would not seem surprising ta someone familiar with early Congolese rumba, which is

best-Irnown for singing the praises of female beauty, charm, and elegance (ch. 9). Jean

Serge Essous, one of the founding members of Franco's O.K. Jazz once told me the story

of one of his schoolmates who was renowned for bis 'cahier de parole' (a notebook of

song lyrics). Essous explained tbat during the colonial period, having a personal collection

of song lyrics was one way of "being modem" ('evolué'):

[We use({ ta do) serenades for girls; il was a very romantic time. We wrote letlers and poetry for
our girls, tbose were the days. Now young people doo't œre al all. We used to go with our
cravates and whisper in our girl's ear. This is bow we used to bave fun. by professing our love.
And the besl poetry came from sangs (Essous. Sept. 7. 1995).

Several people explained to me thal this emphasis on love and romance was a

unique aspect of popular music and was direcdy related to life in the city. "In the village

people never sang about women", one informant explained to me. "Il wasn't until people

arrived to the city that they realized the woman was a precious thing." Fascinated by this

observation, 1began to ask other infonnan~ especially musicians from urban traditional

groups, if they knew any examples of ·traditional' sangs about love or which glorified the

beauty of womeo. Each of the musicians 1asked knew severa! sangs in this category.

The best example is the story of a young man who sees a beautiful young woman from

another village and wonders how he might find the money to many ber:

1saw a young girl walking the other day
Hcr rear was round lite the bowl on ber head
And ber bœasts had nol yet been sudded
She wa so beautiful. 1 WaDl 10 marry ber
How am 1find the moaey to marry ber?

(Orchestre Onkok. ttaditiooallove SODI from the Baodllodll n:gion)

16And DOt ooly amOllI CongoIese. as Ibis passage from George Sïmmd shows: "If we BlOve furtbcr down
the scale œdevelopment wc fmd tbat catain iDsec:ls produce a sound tbat amsists ofone md the same
sharp. rbytbmically repeataI noie inarder 10 cnchmt the fcmale; iD œolnBt. the more bigbly dcvcloped
birds produœ love soop wbose rhythm is quile sub8c:rvient to the mc10dy (1990 [1900]: 487).
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Obviously, romantic love was not a creation of the modem city (see Balandier

1968: 230). Despite the fact lhat male accounts of popular music in Kinshasa go to great

lengths to prove the important raie that women have played as a source of inspiration for

male musicians. 1want to argue tbat male statements about women are in fact statements

about men. Describing a musician from the 1950s. Tchebwa writes:

Bukasa ren'als himself as a plalooic admirer of the Coogolese woman (C/tJra Badimwene, Louise
M"ngambule...[tides of songs inspi.red by women]) that he places carefully 011 the pedesral of
Venus. Kitambala. wriuen in 1955 is ODe of bis seductive WOrD that magnifies feminine beauty
in its multiple meaoings..it is bard to find an artist more capable of magnifying womao wim sa
much poetry and dream in bis song (fchebwa 1996: 77).

This passage is very revealing. Men are manly insofar as they are able 10 illuminate or

activate female beauty. The real man is he who is able ID identify the beauty which lies

latent in every woman (à la Valentino. Don Juan, Hugh Hefner, etc.). It often appears that

men are actually singing not to women, but 10 each other, in order to impress each other

with their skills as a lover and a connaisseur of female beauty. Another passage draws

[rom more standard ideas of male charm and virility. Note the attention given to the

'guitar' in this passage:

...when from the most popular bars in the city. he [Franco) pinches bis guilar, numerous young
women sbake their multi..œloral wraparound in bis direction as a form of homage and gratify bim
with looks capable of derailing a full-speed locomotive (Kaade in Looob in Tchebwa 1996: 113).

The attempt ro attract female attention is certainly not unique ID the Congo, but

particular strategies do seem to vary somewhat acmss cultures. Congolese male singers

are praised for their vocal sensibility and men often sing in high soprano or falsetto

registers. Songwriters show their prowess through the an of seductive lyrics, and

musicians in general are often said 10 be eXU'emely sexually active and thus exceptionally
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good judges of female beauty. This is not an esthetic of rugged Marlboro manliness, but

one of sophistication, chann, and an appreciation of romance and seduction as high arts

(Tchebwa's "l'art d'aimer"). Thus musicians are liminal socially (ch. 5), but aJso sexually

[compare figures 5.0 and 9.2J. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the peculiar male

practice of singing from the woman's perspective (see ch. 5,9). Answers to my questions

about this practice were consistently thin. Sorne musicians said: "1 do that because

women like it" or "Women can identify with sangs like that". Others had not even noticed

this pattern and were not able to comment on il al ail. The silence and discomfort with my

questions on this matter suggest something deeper. Perhaps singing from the point of

view of a woman is a male attempt to appropriate female power and identity (ch. 3), a

proposition which would be consistent with the musician's roie as a socially and sexually

liminal (ch. 5).

Urban Ethnicity

Contrary 10 the sramp given 10 il by certain commenlalors. art in African cilies bas gradually
evolved as people have attaincd a new social stalUs, an urban way of thinking. This gives art an
urban quality and predisposes it to all the transfonnaliœs of the world of the city. Artists embrace
modem thinp and distÎnguisb tbemselves through a modemist spirit, one which is both superficial
and cminendy open to new influcoces (Looob. 1969: 8).

Sakombi Inoogo, a long-time Mobutu ally and well-known journalist and popular

historian of the city of Kinshasa once referred ta zaire's largest city as the 6'melting pot in

which Zaire's modemity was forgedn (in Tchebwa 1996: 55). The use of this metaphor is

interesting as it not only suggests a relationship between modemity and loss of ethnie

identity, but al the same time a1igns itself with the American historical model of

multicultumlism, one whieh is taken by many Congolese to he the ultimate expression of

cultural and pllitical modernisme In this section 1am primarily cœcemed with bow
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popular music reflects a particular discourse of 4 modernity' which rejects conventional

ethnie labels in favor of a cosmopolitan urban identity.17 In the context ofKins~ this

urban identity is so pronounced that in sorne situations it actually takes on the status of a

separate ethnie category.

As a student of Africanists who had chosen relatively clearly defined ethnic groups

as subjects of theif research, 1think 1 relt sorne degree of pressure to 4have a people' ta

study when 1 left for the field. 1tried to locate the particular roots of the ubiquitous Zairean

dance rhythm. Whenever 1gathered infonnation about par1icular musicians 1always asked

about their ethnie background, hoping to identify sorne pattern. But sorne time went by

and 1still had not identified the elusive ethnie group that was to be 'eredited' with the

success of modem Zairean dance music. Then one day, when 1was chatting with a friend

in a local bar (the best place 10 do research), he began to tell me about bis family and how

when lItey first arrived ta Kinshasa from Lower zaire in 1950, they would constantly tell

people that they were '4Kinois" ('from Kinshasa'). My friend:

1don'tlmow wby. but people who live in Kinshasa for mon: than one generation. you caB't tdl
wbat region dley originally came from. They ail speak w:th die same accent, d1ey ail speak
·Kinois'. h's the same way with music, he explain~1. 1 d~n't kno\\' why, but Zairean music is
actually Kinshasa mWiic. 1 don't Imow why (Paul. Feb. 23. 1996).

These comments express a feeling of wonder al Kinshasa's uncanny ability to erase or cover

up ethnie identity.18 In fact, il is very common to hear people in Kinshasa use the term

'kinicité' to describe the sel of cultural and pyschological characteristics (popular music,

17Abner Cohen's (1974) collection of articles is a oiœ overview of the issues relatiDg to edmicity in an
urbao enviromnenl, DOt only in Arrica. Much like Mitchell (1956), Cohen views eduùc::ity as a '1"orm of
interaction betweœ culture groups operaIiog within c::ommoo social CODlextS" (1974: xi). As 1discusscd in
Chapcer Two. edmicity am a1so be a meaas for the extalSioo of stale coDlro1 (c.e. Tsing 1993). My
reading of urban ideDtity iD the fOlDl of ~KiDicit6' (ch. 2,9) ... allO bccn iDflucoc::cd by the work of UIf
HaaDenou cilies (l9(l) and process of cultural cnoIilaliOli within urbm spas (1987).
18Devisdl rcfen to the~* aImost obsessive desiK to enDe evcry b'KC ofbeiDg rooted in the cxigiJuwy
space. the natal villéIF" (1995: 601). Likewisc, Fabi. (1998) daims to bave found very few traœs of
etbniàty in bis oogoiDg JaC8Id1 on CoagoIcse plpUla- paintiog. Sec a1so BrarcJnnan (1995) who speaks
ofMobuau's ~..ti..edmicity madJiDe'.
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debrouillardisme, appreciation of fine clotbes, beer and amorous relations, etc.) which typify

modem life in Kinshasa. WOOn popular sangs are sung in languages other than Lingala, the

intention is to celebrate not ethnieity, but ethnie diversity (Fabian 1998: 75).

It was only through the building of close personaJ relationships that 1 round people

more willing 10 talk about their mother tangue or the village where they were barn (the

village being synonymous with 'tradition' and thus antithetical to 'modem' life in the city).

1also began to realize that despite most people's negative responses to my questions, there

are in fact certain neighborhoods in Kinshasa which have coneenuations of particular

ethnie groups. And my experience as a member of a local dance band made il clear that 1

had aetually been learning linguistic tenns and musical rhythms that were specifie 10 a

particuJar area of Lower Zaire. Furthermore, [ discovered that the majority of the

bandmembers, including the bandleader and star, were aU members of the same ethnie

group, the Bantandu, located in and around the town of Kisantu. 19 There was ethnicity ail

around me, but the expression of ethnie identity was used sparingly and in sorne sense

strategically (Galaty 1982; B. Williams 1991), and despite my efforts, 1was completely

unaware of il weil inlO my fieldwork. From my notes:

Wby docso't tbis music have a culture? Its not a genre like 'zouk' or ·reggae·, it'sjust 'Zairean
music·. Wben you watcb videos ",bat you sec is a bUDCh of people dressed op in really niœ
c1othes~dancing in front of gardeos and luxury boIc1s and cano When you look closdy, ifs gutsy
to be modem. The exterior is modern. it ail takes place in the city. The video itself is an
expression of modemity. 1bese people are 80 ·modem'! 1guess tbal's wbal (wanted to write
about. but rm feeliq a bitlast (Fehr'tBy 19. 1996).

19t was lold by a Dumber of infomumts tballbis w. a1so the case with Fnmeo's OK. Jazz. Sevenleell of
bis tWCDty-five mUSÎaans in the 1980s wcre from Lowcr Zaire. While etlmic clustaÎDI scems to he
common (Super Choc. Nouvelle Image, and oIben) il is not always tbccase. take for wmple Wenge
BCBG or Koffi Olomide's Quartier Latin whidlare more bomogmeous. CompR this witb FabUm's
observation tbal4be eamomics of popuIar music alooe. the lUkd fŒ ilS commodificd produds and die
paltans of aJIISUIDPÙOD, predudc edmicity from btroming a detamiJumt oC tbïs fmn oC popuI. culhftn

(1998: 74).
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As 1 think back on my original research proposai which was mostly concerned

with cultural commodities, brokers and the processes through which ethnicity is picked up

and altered for sale on the market, 1am amazed al the progression that my research has

taken. In fact, what 1 have observed in Congolese popular music -- and perhaps in

Congolese culture more generally -- is a series of subtle gestures which caver up

conventional representations of ethnic identity, drawing attention iostead ta everything that

is ~unethnic" or 'anethnic', or as Waterman (1WI) has suggested, ~ pan-ethnic' (see aIso

Leblanc 1997).20 Maybe this is partofwhy Cangolese music has been so hugely

successful in the rest of Africa, but ooly seemed a flash in the pan in mid-l980s Paris,

London and New York. Even during this period, most foreigners auending Zairean music

shows were people who already had sorne previous contact (imagined or real) with Africa

and Africans. [n sorne sense, tbis modemesque presentation of self cao never really sell in

the West on its own terms. From Benetta Jules-Rosette's research with African sculptors

of tourist art:

Tourisrs want ta bave a feeling that they bave actually beeo in Africa... [f]hey doo't want la see
me in a tie. Thal they cao see in their own country. 1bat's why they are more impressed bere
by the Samburo and the Masai, and aJso the animais. They are especialJy interated with the
e1epbant and most of the animals wbich are Dot available in their country (quoled in Jules­
Rosetle 1994: 354).

While in some cases this mimetic function is a source of fascination for the West

(Lips 1966; Stol1er 19(5), it is also disturbing in its proximity (Kramer 1993; Taussig

1993). Congolese poputar music, as a style that expresses itself through mostly 'modern'

means, does IlOt fit in with the way the West has imagined--in Mudimbe's (1988) tenns

'created'-African art. ft fails ta capture the "global imagination" (Erlmann 1996b) because

unlilœ most African music it is 'inauthentic': it bas cbanged its bongoes for jazz drums, its

20rhis is oot lo sugesl lhat ethnicity in au mbm setting is DOt impommL People OIJaoizc in formai and
iafmmal aasociatioas whidl are bascd in cultural or edmic ideality (rotating credit associaliœs, cultural
presavalioo socielics, NGOs, sports teams, ete.) aad rural-urban etbnic-t.ed lies arc maiDtaiDed in
compIcx ways. lU l'CCCDt 'l'ork on ruraI-urbm lùJka&cs aad culture in an Mrica 8CUÏq, sec MatGaffey
(1991) aod Fcqusœ (1992). For adiscusaiœ ofethnicity and cootemporary African~ sec Vopl (1991).
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cora :01 W1 electric guitar, its grass skirt for Gianni Versace. For Westemers it is not an

exotic daydream, but a nightmarish imitation of the West It is Africa's appropriation of

'modernity' .

Anchoring the Self

Atalaku! Tala!
Atalaku mama! Zelœte!
Zebola ka zebola. na
ZeboIa dance!

Look al me! Look!
Look al me. mama! Zekete!
Zebola. zebola and
The zeboIadance!

(Bébé and Nono Alalaku, Zaiko Langa Lan~ 1982)21

One of the mast common reactions 1encountered to my proposed research on

music was the comment that 1might he wasting my time in Kinshasa since, as was

repeated to me many times. "all the musicians have left the country". After ooly a few

weeks in Kinshasa il became obvious that although iodeed sorne of the more prominent

musicians had left, the music had remained. While most musicians dream of being able 10

leave Kinshasa-either ta take their show on the rood or ta benefil from better salaries and

the status of living abroad--the vast majority are unable ta do so. This situation bœame

even more pronounced in the 19'X>s with the country's economic crisis and the post­

Shengen immigration policies of the EEC. Of the musicians who have managed to leave,

only those that retum to Kinshasa on a regular basis have been able ID maintain a

21This traDs1ation is a very rough approximaliOD. As 1bave discussed dsewhae (ch. 3), the euet
meaDiDg of shoots such as this Olle is oCtal intcnliooally vague and mystaious. This IBÙcular shoot was
the fusl shoot tbat the very fint llIlJloJad used upon enleriDg the 'modem' music 8CCIle. and il was from
this shout abat tbeir DeWIy creatal IIlUSical position gained ilS DaIDC. The liDk betwccn the birth of the
ata1lllrM and :ebolll spirit possessiOll cults is DOt an ÎIIIJIIÎOed ODe. AcxœIiol to Bien Colin. ubola­
iospired mœic aod daoce w. sppupriated by the coIœiaI stale .. a~ (j its public display ofcultural
divcnity 0Il special political occasioas. A simil..proa:ss oœunal \Vith urban tradilioaal orfolldo,~
groups uoder Ille Mobulu rcgime, and il w. fl'lllD one of tbese groups that tbc fust aIIJIo/tu aneraaI as
profcssioaal -modem' musiàaDs (MbaIa-NkJmp 1997). On 1J!boltJ spirit pouessiœ cults and the
displaccment of the self, sec Carin (1976; 1998).
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significant fan base among audiences at home. Papa Wemba is a pennanent resident of

France, but he invariably plays to overflowing crowds during his bi-annual twO-three

week tours of the Congo. Koffi Olomide, arguably Kinshasa~s biggest star, maintains one

residence in the wealthy Kinshasa neighborhood of Binza and an apartment in Paris, where

he does most of his recording. Artists gain prestige among home audiences for living or

travelling abroad, but must always keep "one foot" in Kinshasa (c.f. Erlmann 19(2).

Popular discourse about stars' movement is focused on the importance of staying

close to the ~source' of the Kinshasa sound (fr., 'les sources~, li. 'basources'), one which

is seen as emerging out of the city's particular mix of ~ambience'and post-démocratie

crisis (Biaya 1994; Jewsiewicki 1991; Devisch 1995). Musicians who spend more than

four or five years outside of the country without retuming are said 10 he putting their

careers al risk., since such a long period of lime keeps them from being able to stay in touch

with what is happening in the Kinshasa music scene.22 In fact, it is commonly lcnown that

successful musicians living abroad retum ta Kinshasa in arder to pick: up the latest dance

steps and shoots before sending their albums 10 markel As r discussed earHer (ch. 3, 7)..

dances and shouts follow a complex path to the public imagination~ usuaily being created

by urban traditional groups~ picked up by young, relatively unknown modem groups, and

finally validated Cborrowed~) by famous artists as soon as the new material has proved

popular among audiences in Kinshasa.

1n this cODtexl it is easy to understand the impol1aDce that people in Kinsh~

especially musicians, give to retuming there on a regular basis in orcier to 'replenish' al the

'source' of mu.sical and cultural creation. Oetting ta Europe (or somewhere else) is

important, but the return is what truly counts (Gandoulou 1989a; Rubango 1997). Many

musicians release their albums in Kinshasa (even if in limited numbers) before releasing

them elsewhere:

22Pépé KaIIé.. in an inlerView wim a n:porta' fnm Newsweek had dûs to say: "People who move to
Europe lose Iheir idallity..l uecd to stay dose to the people for iospiraIion'" (Hammer 1995: 54).
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Kinshasa is like a trampoline. When someone sells a lot [of records] there, the echoes go
everywhere and it belps sales abroad. People hear about it and that malœs them wanl to buy il.
Koffi can'l even seI1 1,000 CDs in Kinshasa. But il doesn'l matter if they don't bu}' it tbere. ifs
Kin (J.P. Busé, persooal communication, my translation).

Il is not clear whether Ibis strategy is a way of œsting theproduct before sending it to

markets elsewhere or sorne means of validating the music as 'authentic' .23 In any case,

Most musicians (even thase living abroad) are looking toward Kinsh~ where local

audiences are said to be the most demanding of audiences anywhere in the wood.

This way of speaking about Kinshasa in spatial terms as a 'source' of cultural

Imowledge often occurs alongside other discursive practices which use a temporal

metaphor and emphasize the role of musical eiders or 'ancestors':

The roule taken by a younger gencralion of zairian musicians in necd of free expression devialed
from tbeir predeœsson. Ye~ although they claimed the older generation was one fool in the
grave, the new generation did DOt enlirely throw oul the rbumba. On the rontrary. they
revitalized the dance by injecting mon: specifically African and wider international influen~
(Biaya 1995: 8),

In television and press interviews, Most musicians do Rot have to he pushed to discuss

their position vis à vis their 10grands,.24 In this excerpt from a recent interview, Sam

Mangwana reckons ms identity as a Central African and as a product of those musicians

that came before him:

Afrovision: You are the beadliner of Ngwomo Arrica [African music festival held aonually in
Kinsbasal, wbat slate of mind are you in as the aetivilies for the festival begin?

Sam MangworIQ: For me il is a great joy la accept the invitation. You mow, brotber. l'm part
of Ibis Cenual African cu1tuR and in SOlDe ways wc are unstoppable beawse we bave brought 50
much [to Afriam music] with our know-how. Myself,I w. inilialcd by the big names in
l.airean music: Tabu Ley put me 00 the right traek aod 1a1ways had the laie Kabasele Tshamala
'Grand KalIé'; Nico 1got advice from him too aod especiaUy Vicky Loogomba is a singer that 1
like vay mudl..Mujos, Kwamy and many Olhers. 1was taugllt by thcm md thal's wby 1agrced
to he hue today (Ntoodo 1997: 44).

DI.P. Bosé tua suggested tbaI tbis is also a way to make some mooey from the album before the ausdte
pirales gel bold of il
24compare with Gmdou1ou's (1989a) discussion of 6petits' and 6grands' aDIOIII~~.
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Musicians taIk about their 'spiritual ancestors' (Tchebwa 1996; see also Jewsiewicki 1991

on popular painters) not only to appease tbem in tbis liCe and the hereafter (Kopytoff

1971), but a1so because crealing a sense of intimacy with the 'greats' effectively makes

oneself a 'great' as weil. The heritage or legacy which they have been handed is a form of

inheritanee, something of value ID he called up and contested. In this context, history is a

sign of being modem.. not because it bas been transcended (Dirks 1990), but because sorne

part of it has been retained or somehow re-formulated. ft is in this sense that people

"anchor" themselves as individuals within a collective social past (Carin 1998).

The tension between individual and collective identity is most obvious in the

process of naming. The ataIoku cites the names of people in positions of authority, in

effect soliciting symbolic support in the form of money (ch. 8) and simultaneously

distinguishing himself as a 'star' (ch. 5). Musicians manage individual and group

identities thraugh a complex series of stagenames, nicknames, and group names whose

meanings are rarely lost on an attentive public. Tchebwa (1996) bas shown how band

names renect young musicians' desire for legitimacy and recognition.. citing more than

twenty young music groups which bave winked at Papa Wemba by using the ward

·musica' (an allusion to Wemba's DOW famous Viva La Musica) in their name (see ch. 8).

Thus naming cao be an act of personal power, but it remains ambiguous.. since naming

also has associations with nunor and various kinds of accusation and divination. And after

people die, their Dames can live on to he contested. In reference to a former colleague's

attempts to monopolize the memory of Franco and the legacy of O.K. Jazz.. Sam

Mangwana (himself one of Franco's Most important side men) had this to say:

1aœept that 1ml the bar of our eiders who bave passed on because 1wa initialed by than. But
to be heir is DOt an exclusive rigbl. We have the privileF to say roday wc aœ hein of this and
Ibat because wc are coascious of il. No ODe cao daim tbat 1am the ooly beir of Lwambo
Makiadi Franco; the cultural heritaF tbat Franco lcft us beloogs to us ail (MmpaDa in Ntoodo
1997: 45).



491

Musicians' comments about their predeœssors clearly show that the force of the

individuaJ is rarely asserted by itself. Reddy Amisi on the subject of bis bandleader Papa

Wemba:

Reddy is Papa Wemba's soo. EverythiDg tbat l do amounts to notbing more than the work of
those that have come before me in Viva La Musica. 1respect Papa Wemba, my boss. as weil as
the values of our group. Just between you and me, Papa Wemba canOt always give us
everything. At our age, with the responsibility that we have, 1 think its important that we be
able to laite care of our own needs. We cao' t depend on him for everything [1iterall}' 'put
everything on bis head']. He bas bis own problems 10 take care of. And sa, il' s up 10 us ta play
the game. Personally, 1 think that he's brought us ail over: ta the States, in Africa,ta Japan,
etc. SA if you sce me playing concerts in my own name. understand that this is the reason why.
1will always he failhful ["fidèle'] ta Papa Wemba. 1am Dot the mastery of my destiny.
Everything lhat 1do is blessed by bim (quoted in Prezio 1996: 2).

In order to make a daim about bis artistic authority, the musician bas to

reconstitute bis filiation and cali upon the social-musical line From which he descends.

This daim 10 belonging also legitimates the value of the musical secrets with which he has

presumably been trusted. So what is important is not the 'influences' of the music per se,

but the individual's position relative 10 those who are seen as gatekeepers of the music. If

a musician cites the names of bis 'grands', it cao he seen as an attempt ID assen bis

iodividuaJity without falling victim la the anti-social hyper-individualism of life in the

'modem' West But even when he remains humble, he is reminded of the nonnative

order, as in the case of the taxi driver who leclUred Lofombo about not getting a 'swollen

head' (ch. 5). Thus, the individual seeks to disùnguish him or herself througb

membersbip in a group:

The issue is to fiod a new iosaiption within the coUeclive arder. whae traditional refermces are
baril interioriad aod resbaped in the cootext ofa new persœal .ad collective re-positiooiDg
(Carin 1998: 32).

üenhardt (1985) bas argued that individuals in AfTica do not lose individual identityas

members of a group, but iDStead view group membership as an additional source of
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personal or individual power (c.r. Arens and Karp 1989). The expression of individual

identity in Congolese popular music is obvious oot ooly in the self-promoting gestures and

actions of musicians (ch. 5), but a1so in the structure of the music itself, which leaves a

large part of every song--the seben--for individuals to '6dance however they want", as one

Congolese explained it to me (see ch. 7). ln lhis performative moral universe, the self is

clearly lied to society, but not in a way which necessarily pre-detennines fate over human

agency (c.f. Fortes 1959). The following passage is an excerpt from an e-mail

correspondence 1recently received from a friend living in Kinshasa:

Kutino helps me a lot to understand. Vou know, the immensely popular preacher. 1 beard bim
saying. wisely. il seemed. for once: "Prayer is not enough te achieve fomme and suœess, nor
eilller is plain Faith in God. No. When you ask for something. you have also to work and help it
happen.....

'7bat's good" 1 thougbl, for Kutino is famed for having said: "Wbat is a Ssangyung. or a
Mercedes, for God, who gave us the Holy Spirit..to give us a Mercedes. for 000, is nothing."
To p1ease us, we expect bim to say wbat you and 1do llelieve : "Trust in God... but tic your
hOl'ge." To believe in God almighty is Dot quile good enough. Tie your horse too, if you want il
to he tbere in the moming. We ail bave to work. or act al (cast. 10 gain what we hope for...

You do know enough to recognise magic: Represent wbat should bappen, trust 00<1's infinite
power. and go ahead. Il works. h's fulUre's recipe. How beller he modem than through the
migbty power of religion and magic. During the gatherings of some charismatic congregations.
seers will enter in a tranœ. and use imaginary ponabIe pbones te speak to distant spirits. or get
guidance from a leader who b'avelled abroad. Modemity... '} Modernism...'] (John Grinling, tvfay
15. (998).25

My answer to the questions al the end of lbis passage are 'yes' and ·yes'. People

in Kinshasa use aIl the means al their disposai to make the best of a very difficult world,

one which is driven not only by the need to eat, but also by the desire to 'be someone'.

Through various modernist objects and gestures (the evangelica1 cellular phone, the

Mercedes, the marakas), people are attempting 10 take hold of a 6 modernity' which is

25m the appendix ('7ie Your Horse'') 1bave iDcludal this email correspoodeoce in its eDtiRly. 1hope tbat
GrinliDg's observalioas will give SOlDe support 10 my discossiœ of the self (cspccially as il relaaes 10 the
question of ageocy). but 1also sec bis email aD eump1e of how my thinking on these issues .. beeo
conducted over 1mJe spaœs and lime periods aad how. in ....y cases, aaMlaDiç insiJbl is the result of
sIued experieoœ.
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everywhere present yet forever out of their reach (DeBoeck 1998b). In the following

sectioo9 1will discuss how local conceptions of ~tradition' and 'modernity9, are

operationali7..ed or 'put to use 9 for everyday (and sometimes not so everyday) fonns of

political and social action.

'Tradition' and 'Modernlty' ObjecUned

In 1964, Franco's O.K. Jazz recorded what seems to he the definitive guide [0

being 'modem' in what was then Léopoldville [audio eue 13]. The column on the right is

made up of responses to the singer's caUs in the column on the left:

(Spokeo)

Camarade. ça va'!
Anh? Tu comprends français?
Oyebi üngala?
All~ an va prendre un verre...

(laughs and music starts:)

Ah ah Léopoldville
Ah ah Brazzaville
Ah ah Dondo?
Ah ab Vis-à-Vis

Tu bois beacoup eh
Tu bois beaucoup eh
Tu œmpreod français"
Oyebi liogala?
Nayebi teo
Ungalareo

Moi pas savoir camarade.
Moi pas connais français. tu le connais?
Moi te pas yebi te Lingala te.
Mo; bois pas. tu bois beaucoup?

Moi comprend pasfrlJ1lfais
Moi comprend pasfrançais
Moi parler pas lingala
Moi comprendpas lingala

Tu bois beaucoup
Tu bois beaucoup
Moi pas comprendfrançais
Na yebi te
Na ~bi te
Lingala te

e1"u Bois Beaucoup", O.K. Jazz. 1964~

26Noviœ speakas of ÜDgaia sudI éL1 myself are encouraged ta insert FreDdl words wbere they do Dot
know the words in ÜDgala. On occasions when 1did the reverse (using Lingala words in French), the
response invariably wu ODe of unexpccted surprise and p1easure. An EngIish ttanslatioo of dûs SOIIg
would look somctbing like this:

Hi frieod. how are you1 Me IlOt Iœow fricud
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This text is interesting oot onJy for the way il props itself up through the parodyof

what it perceives as rural backwardness (Ferguson 1994; Hannerz 1990; Jackson and Karp

1990; Williams 1973), but more specifically for the way it sees knowledge as a marker of

being 'modem'. This 'camarade' lmows nothing, not French, Lingala, the city of

Brazzaville or Leopoldville, he does not even know how to drink ('tu bois beaucoup'). He

is drunk with the wonders of the city, and he serves as a foil to the 'vrai Kinois', who is

knowledgeable and elegant (ch. 2, 9, and above). ft is in this sense thal 'modemity' is

objectified and activated as a social stmtegy. The examples 1discuss below will show how

the same can happen with 'tmdition' and not ooly for social, but also political ends.

Modern Things Come in Twos

Zaiko is unique. the ttaditional influence is there but it's minimal. ifs subtle. ICs the alaJaku.
it's the rhythm (M. Augustin. ~fay 14. 1996).

The cbauJTee is weîrd. Ifs both the most modern part (dance part is what sdls soukouss. dectric)
and the most traditional. Ifs sa damn good because of the shouts and the buttshaking and the
incessant please-don't-ever-stop rhythm (fieldnotes. Dcc. 9. 1995).

Oh! Do you UDderstand Frœch? 1don·t know French, do you know bim?
Do you know lingala? Me Dot Imow Ungala DOt
Come 00. let·s have a drink Me DOt drink. you drink lot?

Ah ah UcpoIdville
Ah ab BralZaviUe
AhahDondo?
Ah ah Vis-à-Vis Pocal bar]

You drink a lot
You drink aloI
Do you UDderstand~?
Do you know Liogala?
Nol doo't
Not l.iDgaia

1no uuderstaDd Freocb
1no lIIldenfaDd Fœnch
1no speak Lingala
1no underslmld linpla

You drink a lot
You drink aJot
1DO lJIldcnIaDd FrcodI
Nol don't
Noldoo't
NotUngaia
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With the foonation of the youth supergroup Zaiko Langa Langa in 1969, the

zairean New Wave rushed in and it was not long before the leaders of the second

generation began 10 feel threatened (ch. 3). According to Nyoka Longo, one of the

founding members of Z1iko, they believed thal the ooly way to break the steel grip of the

second genemtion on the local music scene was to create something completely new,

something that would he different from either fiesta Cmodernist') or

ondembaCtraditionalist'), the two main 'schools' or 'styles' which dominated the music

scene for mœt of the 1960s. Thus they anempted to combine the t\\'o-school esthetic into

one (Nyoka Longo, May 14, 1996). Zaiko's integration of the two schools would oceur

gradually over time, so graduaJly in fact that very few members of the group todayare able

te explain the transformation themselves. And it would occur in a number of different

ways, each time keeping intact a basic dual form by dmwing from the esthetics of

"traditional' performance ta malee something new, The examples 1give below will show

how tbis hybridity became systematized in musical esthetics and structure.

The most important stylistic innovation associated with Zaiko is the development

of a unique two-part song structure which was ooly hinted al by previous generations. As

1discussed in Chapter Three, much of the popular dance music before 19"fO allowed sorne

space for singing and sorne for dancing.27 Song formats wedged an intensified dance

section (seben) in between choruses before retuming to the words to end the song,

Musicians of the new generation, however, began ta experiment with song structure in

arder to have more lime ta perform the choreographed dance steps which had become such

an important part of their stage show. The extended dance section at the end of each song

(seben) is often comJmed to the performance of 'traditional' music, in which particular

songs go on for long periods of time and are accompanied by continuous dancing y singing

and shouting. This new two-part song structure suggests a clear separation between

271be two-part song structure also amesplOded to two kinds of dancing (partnaed and solo). To combine
these (wo parts in the same song is a striking example of re-indigeni:tation (ch. 3).

495
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words and dance, but clearly the two parts cannat he easily separated, since in Many cases

the actual tempo of the song never changes, and sorne musicians even insert severa! mini­

seben during the words section in oroer ta heighten the suspense of the transition.

The particular rhythm that emerged al the same time as this two-part song structure

was also a product of the zaiko milieu. The cavaeha rhythm was pioneered by zaiko in the

early 1970s (ch. 3) and is still (with certain variations) the ooly rhythm that is used to

accompany the dance section of almost every 'modem' song tbat is produced and petformed

in Kinshasa today.28 It is not clear if the cavacha rhythm was inspired by the churning,

rhythmic sound of a railroad engine (as the lead singers of the band claim) or by one of

Kinshasa's many urban traditional musical ensembles (as the band's drummer claims). But

regardless of whose story is c10sest to the truth, il is interesting 10 noie that one account is

inspired by 'modernity' (Le. the train, c.f. 19900), and the other by 'tradition'.29 In both

cases, the story tells just as much about the resoureefulness of the persan who had the idea

as il does about the origin of the rhythm.

The final innovation with which zaiko is creditai [ consider to he the mast

fascinating, not ooly because the creation of this new category of musician draws sa

clearly from various sources, but also because it was in this capacity, as an atalaku, that 1

became sœiaiized as a Congolese musician. When the first musicians were recruited [rom

an urban trnditional band 10 perform on stage with Zaiko langa Langa (White 1998b), they

were hired to play their special brand of spraycan maracas, but also te shout the short,

rhythmic, somctimes rbyming phrases that were used by urban traditional groups during

their performances at important lire-cycle events such as weddings and funenùs.

Following the plpularity of their first shoot ("Atalaku mama!"), these hybrid

musicians were given the name ataJaIcu , and over lime the tenn became used to describe

28For carly recorded eumples ofthis rhythm.listm to the 1973 Zaiko m::ordings, .'FJU7JIIII". ·'Beya
Mbeya", aad '·AoIoun:ux Decu".
29wendo Kolosoy, coosidcred by IDIDY to he the grandfather ofmodern Coagolese music daims tbat the
eugines of the steamboals he worked on inspired bim rbythmically • weil {Po(Iovirdl.
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this brand oew, in sorne sense very old category of musician. Although ataIaku were

mostly recruited from urban traditional groups, many musicians explain that the practice of

shouting over music was also influenced by the shouts and stageshow of the African­

American soul hero, James Brown. Singers from Zaiko explained ta me that not ooly did

the atalalat's shouts and dance steps attract a larger (and considerably younger) audience,

but bis presence aise gave the singers the ability to leave the microphone during the seben

and devote ail of their energy to the complex choreographed dance steps which came ta

embody the particular expression of exhibition and 4vertige' associated with Kinshasa's

rapidly growing youth culture (Nkashama 1979). Thus the ataklku, nowa necessary part

of cvery self.respecting Congolese dance band, fuses ·traditionaJ' and •modem, music,

taking eues from folklore as weil as African-American saul.30

Magic and Modernity's Incompleteness

What do we see" The state of bcing ubetween-lwo-cultures" conbnues. We do not oppose il.
But the spectre of Europeanization Munis us. On the odler band, il is not a question of wearing
yestc:rday's treebark or usiog the poorly smithed brass spear agaiosl the West's atomic bomb; the
universal carries us along with il (Mavuoza in Loooh 1969: 90).

Anthropology has certainly played an important role in reinforcing the idea that

witehcraft in ils various forms (magic, sorcery, spirit possession, etc.) is a defining

characteristic of social structure in 'traditional' or 'primitive' societies, especially in Africa.

More recent scholarship bas begun 10 look al witehcraft as one of the contexts through

which to understand Africa,s particular forms of modemity and the accompanying

dynamics of post-colonial cultuml contradictions. Witehcraft is "called on to counier the

30t.0uise Meinljes (1994) bas sbown bow mbaqonga music from Souda Arrica bas forged symboüc links
wim Africao-Ameriœo soul music .. an expression of ils partiadar fonn of modemity througb music (sec
also Capian 1985). Aa:ording to Mcintjes.~'s modemity am al80 be seeo in the J*1icuiar way
lhal ilS pmctitioacrs use aod a:lebrale new musiad ..t reœnting tedmologies.
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magic of modernity" (Comaroffs 1993: xxv), mediating the encounter with the market

(Janzen 1982; Geschiere 1992) and various types of authority (Geschiere 1987; Gotdieb

1989). Rituai healing, instead of being conservalive, is increasingly seen as a site of

experimental practice and transformative action (Comaroffs 1993; Carin 1998; Sloller

1995) and a source of information about larger hiSlorical and political processes (Bastian

1993; Gable 1995). In previous chapters (5, 9), 1have discussed the way that popular

accounts of witehcraft mediate social relations in an everyday urban sening, especially with

regards to music. Here 1am inlerested in witehcraft as a sign of ·tradition' which is

misleading, because its very presence (and in some situations prominence) signais the

incompleteness of imodem' beliefs about agencyand causality (sec Appendix III).

In Kinshasa it is generally assumed that popular musicians (especially those

who are successful) make use of magic at sorne point or another in their career. Yet in

public forums such as television or newspaper interviews, the use of magic or witchcraft

is categorically denied. As 1discussed in Chapter Nine, some musicians break that

silence when they become members of bom-again Christian churches. Surprisingly,

their testimonies (fr., itémoinages') are not focused on a denial of the power or force of

witchclëlft't but on their newfound commitmenl against i18 use (Ndaywel 1993). Clearly

magic remains a part of the moral universe. Gable (1995), in an article on the invention

of ritual tradition in Guinea-Bissau has shawn not ooly that sorne people do not believe

in spirits, but also that thase who do believe in spirits have surprisingly 'modem' ideas

about lhem (i .e. you should not dea1 with spiri18 because you cannot see !hem, and

spirits must he held accountable for their failure to act responsibly). If Congolese

popular musicians deny any involvement with witehcmft it is oot because they are

embarrassed by their belief in i~ but because 10 pr3Ctice witehcraft is considered anti­

social~ selfish and unpredictable (ch. 5).

Lyrics in popular songs refer constantly to the dangers and wonders of charms

(nkisl) and other supernaturat interventions (ch. 9). In this context music is a constant
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reminder of 'modernity~s' incompleteness. Magic and related heliefs in the supematural are

IlOt opposed to a rational belief in science (Appiah 1992)~ rather they are seen as one of many

strategies that are brought ta bear on the making of 'modem' worlds (De Boeck 1996):

Naluka nganga nzambe
Alekisa ngai tubela
Alekisa ngai tubela
Nakomi kolembe libala ya téléphone
Naluka nganga nkisi
Akaogela ngai mpungu
AkangeIa ngai mptmgu
Nakomi nde kosuluka libala ya alla

1can look for a priest
So he can heal me through confession
SA he cao heal me througb confession
{'m tired of marriage 00 the telephone
1 cau look for a sbaman
SA he cm fix me a laIisman
SA he cao fix me a talisman
l'm weak from long-distance love

('"Bolingo ya téléphone". Los Nickelas. 1970)

Magic is important not only in explaining misfortune (Evans-Pritchard 1976), but aIso in

explaining good fortune, especially others' good fortune, sinœ success can often lead to

accusations of witchcraft (Bastian 1993; Geschiere 1W1). The assumption that musicians

who become rich and powerful must have used witchcraft becomes particularly salient in

the Mobutu years, where politica1 careers were made just as easily as they were broken,

and the arbitrnriness of money and power could only be explained by tales of fortune­

gnmting mermaids.31

In the chaotic, unpredictable world of post-colonial, post-Cold War Congo, magic

becomes the 001y recourse tbat everyday people have to gain some control over their

destiny. In fact,. mast people believe that successful politicians are 10 he feared because

their success in pllitics could not have occurred witbout the skills of a highly talented rituaI

specialist (li.,kit.,. nganga or fr., fetisheur ).32 Fetish is cenainly not guamnteed to wor~

but in many cases it is more attractive than the standard Christian formula of faith,. good

3100 Mami Wata spirits in ConJOIese popular paînliDg sec Fabian (1978,. 1996); Jewsiewidà (1991.
1993, 1995, 1996). On refermœs to mtlmiwata figura in otber parts of Mrica, see Hecht cl Simooe
(1994)~Drewal (1996)~Kramcr (1993). Sce also Chaptcr Two.
32Stories about Mobutu's interVentions abound in Kinshasa. The most wdl-known hM to do witb is carly
disoovay ofan cxtremely plwafut mamiwata spirit thal would accompaoy bim througbout bis milirary
aad polilical aIRCr.
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intentions and perseverance (though see Ndaywel 1993). If it is performed by the right

person, it cao lead ta success in politics. love, money, and music (ch. 5). Of course there

is always a price: in order for the magic to be effective, it is necessary te sacrifice sorne part

of the family or personal identity (De Boeck 199&; Gottlieb 1989; Onyumbe 1983). In

macabre Faustian deals witb 'modernity' (c.r. Berman 1988), individuals are said to gel

success 'sur crédit' (on credit), by promising to offer a sacrifice at sorne larer date. The

longer they procrastinate, the more likely they are to become seriously ill or go insane.

The Amazing Modernity Machine

A fable Ihal was toucbed up and modanized 10 evoke a marriage between
~fobutu and bis foUowers:

Ye ye ye ye Mobutu
Ye ye ye ye Sese
Ye ye ye ye MPR
Who cao take me away from Sese"
Thal persœ over there cao t t
Sese bas rebuilt Zaïre
Sese protects Zaïre
Why would 1leave bis side?

(quoted from Kapalanga 1989: 137)

The subtle winking gestures of popular music stand in stark contrasl 10 the heavy­

handed cultural policy in the post-colonial African state (Bayan 1993; Mbembe 199'..a).

Mobutu's particuJar brand of CIA-backed pan-Africanism was the inspired expression of

high modemity which on October 27, 1971 declared a retum to ttaditional African values

('recours à l'authenticité') as the center of ils politics and the most tangible proof of its

coming of age as a modern nation-state. On this day~ larer 10 become known as "Trois Z"

('the day of the three z's'), Mobutu renamed the river, the currency and the nation, and

Zaire was bom. The very modem (i.e. colonial) practice of (re)naming, albeit in an

'authentic' form, would he a recurring theme in Mobutu's post-colony. Cities, towns and
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provinces would he given 'traditional' African names. European proper names were

outlawed and Mobutu himself added a 'kilometrie' series of honorifics ta bis own identity,

bringing him inereasingly doser to divine status.33 At the same rime that he constructed an

image ofZaire as a modem nation made up of one people ('les zaïrois') and more than 350

distinct ethnie groups, he aIso imposed non-Western 'tmdiùonal' dress and 'authentic'

political models which used the meraphor of the family to legitimate their authority

(Schatzberg 1993).34 This amazing "anti--ethnicity machine" (Braeckman 1995) used

mythologized notions of 'tradilional' culture to hide an ethnic-based system of rule which

was obvious even 10 the most politically naive.

The sphere of cultural production during these years was also subjected to

Mobutuist 'modemism'.35 In 1974 the Institut Makanda Kabobi (LM.K.) was created in

order to ensure that civil servants, the military, and the public at large were properly

indoctrinated with the new official state ideology: 'Mobutisme'. The M.P.R.'s primary

propagandaorgan (M.O.P.A.P.) popularized the institution of 'animation politique'

Cpolitical mobilisation'), Le. the performance of political rallies centered around music,

dance and theater whose form retained the esthetics of folklore but whose content sang the

unconditional praises of the one-party state. But 'modem' Zairean music was also co-opted

by the state. The politica1 praisesinging of the classica1 nunba period would evolve ioto a

particular brand of commercialized praisesinging, of which the primary figure was Mobutu's

33Mobutu's posl~authenticity oame (Mobutu Sese seto Kuku Ngbendu Wa Za B.ga, roughly translated
6he wbo leaves fire in bis palh and inseiUs fcar iD the bearts of men') was often complemented wilh various
poIitical tides sudlas ·TaraMoko'. 'Président-Fœdateur', •Papa Mokoozi', 'Gâlaal' aod laler ·~bal'.
Musiciaos namïDg practices also combine the 6traditional' pradice ofmultiple oaming witb partiadar
oamcs thal sean to mark modan status (dl. 5). Gilles Bibeau's exegdical readiDg of Mobutu', names­
wbida draws from personaI koowledgel"l the laogœge spokea in Mobutll's home regiœ--difTen
sigoificaotly from the COIDIIlOU popular tnmlabOO (giveo above). Bibeau bas also suglesled that Mobutu
chose bis DaIlle in coasultatiœ with various ritual specialists from Ibis regiou.
34M.P.R. poIicy rcquin:d ail manben of the I*1Y and civil savants to shed western soirs and lies in favar
of the Mao-inspired 'ab8costc' leisuœ suit UDifonn Cal8:oste' • short for "1 bas le costume" or 'down wim
[Wcstem] suits '). At one poiDt pauts were also oudawed for WOlDCD.
3Ssten Colin bas suggested that Mobutu's 'aaimatiœ politique', which oftal iocluded large-sale
cboreogJapbtd danœ sequcuœs md formulaic cali .adœspose 'sbouIs' most likdy influeoccd the dancing
aod sbouling of modan daDœ music (penoDal commUDicatioo). This view is ecboed in .MbaIa-Nkanp's
(1997) discussiœ ofa..aOdcOIl, a group whida was beavily iDl1ucoœd by the autbealicity politia of the
time, and in Pwono's (1992) discussion of popolar musiciaos and polllies.
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son Kongolo~ otherwise known as 6Saddam Hussein' (ch. 8). Thus all of 'tradition' and

'modernity' was contained in Mobutu's macabre cultural politics and personalistic IUle.

Commercial cultura1 production and mass media combined with the traditional esthetics of

praisesinging to give this modernity a disturbing, a1beit distinctive, local navor.

Mobutu's authenticity campaign was so effective for 50 Many years partly because

of the way that it carefully manipulated popular opinion. Il rested on an anti-colonial, anti­

modem plaüorm that for many Congolese made perfeet sense~ given the public contempt

which was building agaïnst the colonial regime in the period leading up ta independence.

The rhetoric of authenicity in zaire was founded on the principles of self-sufficiency,

dignity, and 'traditional' cultural values (especially with regards to the indivisibility of

chietly power). Despire the fact that Mobutu spoke out strongly against the forces of

foreign investment and neo-colonialism C6 Notre Ami Mobutu", 1992), he was clearly

supported by foreign govemments (primarily the V.S.) who saw him as an important ally

in the fight against the advance of communism in the region (what could he more

'modem'!). Mobutu's Zaire was a strange mixture of 6tradition' and 6modemity', a 6tradi­

moderne' nalîon-state which he consolidated through dancing bodies, pounding drums and

the never-ending caU to obedience~ uSaiongo, a1inga mosala" [audio eue 14].36

3e'Salongo. he Iikes la wodet
• The chansonfetis/l of Mobutu's autheoticity campai~ lhis song was

sung every Sanuday moming wben the enlire population oC Kinsbasa was expected to leave their homes
aod work togelher 10 clean the public areas and stteets of the capital. Despile the authoritarian nature oC
Mobutu's rule during tbis pcriod. pubüc worb sudl. thcsc and Mobutu·s anti-œlooialscanœ were for
many people sigos of ~1obuh1's commitmeot to the nation: 'Wc had our own neighborbood dance troupe
and every lime we played wc got Cree drinks. 1Cdt like [ rally adored the chef; 1was very happy ta siog
Mobutu'· (Damien Dimonekenc, Mard121. 1996). Sec also Wbite and Busé (1997).
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Modernity's Spiral

La cbanson [Congolaise] évolue en spirales, à la manière d'un conglomérat de clausules
elliptiques.37

(Nkashama 1992: 481)

'Modemity' and its various 'instrument-effects' (capitalism, colonialism,

Christianism) have figured prominently in the Iiterature on Africa.38 The studies of the

Manchester school (see ch. 2) were the tirst attemplS to critically analyze the effeets of the

"modem' urban Iifestyle on 'detribalized' African populations. These writings did not go

uncriticized (see Magubane 1971), however, and for good reasons they remain among

thase most closely associated with the coloniaJism (Asad 1g"/O). Marxist formulations of

the 'modem condition' introduced the concepts of 'dependency' and 'underdevetopment'

(Rodney 1974) and laler the idea that different modes of production overlap or 'articulate'

in historically and culturally specifie ways (Godelier 1977). The potentially very fruiûul

concept of articulation was obscured not onJy in the 'Iabored' discussions of modes of

production, but a1so in a conception of cultural and political fiows as fundamentally uni­

directional and homogenizing (Hannerz 1987). Although they can he accused of reifying

the categories of 'traditional' and 'modern' forms ofexchange, the first attempts to explore

indigenous responses to capitalist development (e.g. Taussig 1980) laid imponant

groundwork for studies tbat would examine 'modernity' tbraugh the lens of locally shaPed

institutions such as Christianity (Comaroff 1985), exchange (Hutebinson 1997; Shipton

1988) informai sector trade (De Boeck 1998b) and the market (Gescbiere 1992).

Increasingly we are becorning aware of the wide range of possible responses to

the historical 'advance' of m<X1emity. In a discussion of post-modem religiosity among

the Luunda of southwestem Congo, DeBoeck (199&) bas described how some groups-­

even within the same society--tend to withdraw from modem life while others engage in a

37'[Coogolese) song evolves in spirales, in the saDIe \Vay as a c:ooglomerate of elliptical conclusions. '
38Here 1am hwing from Fergusoo's (1994) diKWJsion ofFoucau1t oninsttulDeut-effed8.
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symbolic, hyper-embrace of the 'modem'. What these two positions have in common, he

argued, is the deDial of the present, but this denial does Dot neœssarily constitute a forro of

'resistance' (see Coda). Instead of talking about paradigms of resistance, he argues, we

should he concemed with paradigms of resilience (DeBoeck 1996). lewsiewicki (1991)

has argued that popular painting in fonner Zaïre is not an example of resistance to

l.modemity', but an attempt 10 take control of il, and Stoller shows how mimesis in varions

forms of cultural expression can he seen as atternpts to appropriate the power of the

colonizer (1995: 85). One imitales something in an attempt to master it (Lips 1937;

Taussig 1993), much in the same way that Congolese artists during the colonial period

used foreign teehnology and cultural ieons to decorate interior domestic space:

And 1ootice lhat Ihe modem blacks bave observed and reproduœd 011 thm walls, often with great
ingenuity. the trains and their mysterious wbistles. the river steamers and their national tlags. the
planes. some with one board, others with IWo. as the Congolese say: the bicycle that leaves 00

the earth an endless cord. the tdephone wim its Hello Hello..l discover too, reproduœd on the
walls. e1epbants and wrist watc:hes.leopards and garters. pairs of sassors. faucets. watering bases.
in short the thousand and one inventions that embellish a great city bazaar in Europe (lbiry quoted
in Jewsiewicki 1991).

[ find this idea of mastery (which 1will discuss in greater detail in the Coda

following this chapter) compelling primarily because it suggests that power is never

monolithic (ch. 8). The tenn itself implies not a passive state of being or a reflex response,

but a cornplex dialectic of power relations as much characterized by domination as by desire

(Burke 1996). Nancy Rose HUDt (1993) has described how Africans in the eastem Belgian

Congo constituted themselves and a panicular 'modem' mood through the mastery of letters

and dreams which were filled wim bicycles, colonial uniforms and other things 'modem'.

In tbis CORtext 'modem' abjects act as signs of power (Jules-Rosette 1994), and people

appropriate these signs as a fonn of social distinction (Bourdieu 1984), often using various
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forms of cultural and social 'play' (Appadurai 1995).39 The notion of mastery appears in

various forms, but everywhere it suggests a diaJecticat transfonnative relationship with

modernity:40

As sucb, the diamond diggers' 'taming' of diamonds and doUars is not (e~dusive1y) related ta
notions or practices of resistance against 'modanity' ...Rather, 'laJDing' is presented herc as a
fonn or action to appropriale and transfOlDl 'modernity· ... (DeBO«k 1998b: 21).

Thus the idea of a local or indigenous version of modernity is slowly coming into

focus (Appiah 1992; Miller 1994; DeBoeck 1998b).41 Timothy Burke (1996) has accessed

one such 'modernity' by examining the meanings attached to consumer goods (especially

hygiene producrs) in coloniaJ Zimbabwe. Elsewhere he has argued that rumors about

commodities represent a strategy for the prcx:luction of knowledge about "the relations and

conditions of economic production that occur under capitaJism" (Burke 1998). Michael

Rowland's discussion of contemporary Cameroon suggests tbat an African 'modemity' is

rooted in group-based forms of consumption and a particular African individualism in

which consumer fantasy is Uinevitably hound up with a responsibility 10 others" (1996:

212). A process resembling Devisch's 'villagization' does seem to he occuning in various

areas of the public sphere in Kinshasa (see ch. 3 on 'reindigenization'), but unlike Devisch

39Also on 'play', see Corin (1998), Drewal (1992), Blis (1993). Gales (1988), Mbembe (1992b). and
Tsing (1993). lbe rich literature on rituals of inversion also offers important insight on this question. see
Bakhtin (19fW); Barber (l987) aod Tumcr (1969).
4O'Modemity' is œworked or recœfiguml (Watts 1992), œfœbiœed (Africa (996), reinvented (Bayart
1994), Rtoolcd (White (997), œ·aad1aDted (Devisdll996). rediredcd (ibid), œ·figured (Corîn 1998),
penooaIized (Gadliae 1992), decoIœilJCd (Appduai 1995), hij8l:kcd (ilid), approprialCd (Falk ~loore

1996; ComardT I~, domatiœaed (GesdJi= and Rowlaods 1996), tappcd (Stoller 1995) hIDed
(DeBoedt 1998b) pos8Cssed (Jewsicwidti 1993)aqMUn:d (ibid) aad amuibWzcd (Jcwsiewidâ 1991).
41MiDer (1995) _d Breckeuridge and Appadurai (1995) bave used the visual metapbor ofa glMs prism to
desaibe bow plKticolar adtures boId op cognitive BI discursive st:I'1JChm:S to the sometimes blinding.
sometimes woodrous light ofmodemity md how thae sttuelUl'a refmâ or fdter light in various
lIIIpRdidable ways. This aualogy is limited, however, DOt OII1y becmlSC the effects of prisms are
neœssarily visual (and thus visible, uoIih II1IIIY processes of cultural cbaDJe) but also because the designs
that tbcy produœ are beauliful ta bchoId, but you QBIDOI "do' ..ytbiDg \Vith than.
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1have tried to show that local understandings of this process are not based on the

opposition of a 'Western modemity' and an 'Afrïcan tradition'.42

1am more tikely to agree with DeBoeek (1996) who, referring to bis eartier

research on Luunda healing practiees, argues that the ability to "absorb outside forces" is a

fundamental part of 'traditional' (i.e. pre-colonial) political and therapeutic practice.43

DeBoeck's analysis suggests not a simplified form of religious or political syncretism, but

a doubling-up or cumulative 'adding 00' of strategie gestures:

On the COIlttary, theadopled symbols and marlœrs referrîng to the regime are viewed~ an alien
symbolic surplus added to the traditional symbols of~lilicalauthority, thereby empowering the
litleholder's traditional basis of aulhority (1996: 86).

Thus cultural responses to 'modernity' often take the form of strategies. In bis

comparative research on Hawaii and Congo-Brazzaville, Friedman (l990b) shows that

cultural identity takes on different "uoderlying projects". For Hawaiians, cultural identity

is "something that bas to be re-established, and it is thus organized, as il is in the West, as

a search for roots" (355). For Congolese, however, modem identity is viewed as a

"reinforcement of the inflow of health and weaith from the West via 'supematural'

controls" (ibid). In bath cases, cultural paradigms take on a mediating role in situations

where the self and the community are both in danger.45

By suggestiog that popuJar culture has the potential to Mediate between 'tradition'

and 'modemity' (e.g. my discussion of 'reindigenization' in ch. 3), 1do not want to

suggest that the extension of 'modemity' and its accompanying ills is not a problem.

420evisch is undear as to whedlcr he sees Kinshasa' s newIY-aDa'ging charismatic cburcbes rejecting
modemity altogether (1996: 581) or altempting to somebow divert itfor thcir own ends (ibid: 563; sec also
Gescbiereal Rowlaads 1996).
43Co~ widl Bayan's noIion of lex1ravenioo' (1993: 21) œd TWDa"s (1969) discussion ofoutsiders in
the perfOl'lD8l1Ce or IàDship rilUal. See a1so Bibeau (1996) 00 Ille themes of foreignen and other outsiders
in Yoruba thaapeutic beaIing and iD the wrilin& ofaulhor Wole Soyinka.
44compare widl Jcwsiewicti 00 esdldics in African art: "Knowledge is often attached 10 art objects Iike
mediàne bags are attaebed to a statue; they thcmseIves are dIarms that confer dlÏs value 01110 the piece of
an" (Jewsiewidti 1996: 268).
4Son mcdiaûoo and modemity. su Leblanc (1998) on the rise oflslamic youth auociations in CôCe
d'Ivoire aad Meintjes (1994) on ttopes of 'IiveDCSs' in South Mrican mbaqanga music.
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Given Africa's simultaneous aJienatioo from &tradition' (à la Fanon) and marginalization

within global history (à la Rodney), it is difficult to see the continent's present condition as

anything other tban an 'impasse' (Mamdani 1996) or a ·space of marginality' (Mudirnbe

1988: 4). DeBoeck (1998a) offers a compelling example of what a post-modem analysis

of crisis might look like, contributing ta our understanding of how local and non-local

forms of power are brought to bear on the rules of the global game (Appadurai and

Breckenridge 1995). But in the end the question remains: How do people reconcile tbis

precarious position in everyday worlds where life must go on? In my writing, [ have tried

to answer this question by looking at various forms of social practice which can he secn as

attempts te come to tenns with the commodification and fragmentation of post-colonial

identities (Devisch 1995~ Martin 1995).46

The true danger to avoid is that of mistaking the markers of ·modemism' for the

problem of 'modemity'. A recent article by Peter Geschiere and Michael Rowlands (1996)

is a good example. In the opening section of the article they cali attention 10 the problematic

nature of extemally imposed Westem models of thought

Africa's problems with modemity an: related to the powerful and enduring impact of'Veslem
discourse on "development'. Despite ail critiques, il still seems difficult to go beyond Ibis unilinQi
vision, in which the 'modem' _ something exlemal is self--evidendy opposed 10 a local "tradition'
(552).

The 'unilineal vision' to which they refer could just as easily describe the previous paragraph

in the article, which equates 'modernity' with a desire for Western consumer goods:

Jean-Pierre Weer's remark, in bis study of entrepreneurs in west Cameroon (1993),lhat 'le goOi
des Camaouoais potU' lout ce qui est importé plutôl que produit localement est légeadaire' is bUe of
many if DOt ail African couomes. Achille Mbembe (19928) forœfully dcmoasttates Ihat the
popuIar masses are as inlmt as the e1i1eS 011 participating in the conswnerist rituals of ne\\' forms
of wealth aod power (ibid).

46Jn a recent article on memory and death in post-œJooiai DRC, DeBoeœ impIicity n:fulCS bis earlier
wriling on therapeulic bealing (1991) and miao-political aJlture (1996) wbidl 1would dassify as
"inlepationist' or '.lIhropology with a happy ending': "It seems 10~ however, Ihat in rality a
"s)1ltbesis· is rarely rachcd. Instead. the synaclÏsmenœunlered oftell offen a slaggaing reOectiOll of
posl-œlonial fragmmtaliœ raIhcr thaD a soIuliœ to thae maaifold ruptures" (1998a: 12).
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Just as an overemphasis on 'individualism' (sec De Boeck 1996) obscures any

effort to understand local concepts of individual-group dynamics (Moore 1996), so an

uncritical notion of 'consumption' keeps us from being able to sec what 4 modemity' may

look Iike in a local setting. By concentrating on local fields of culturnJ practice, how these

fields are contested, and how they change over lime, 1have attempted to show that

4 modernity' in an African setting is much more than a set of goods or even peoples' anempts

to acquire them. But as Geschiere and Rowlands' article attests, these categories are deeply

entrenched in our thinking and in the way we speak. My own attempt to distinguish between

4 modemity' and 4 modernism' (see Introduction) is surely victim te the same slippage. If

anyone is sensitive to this entanglement, it is Congolese themselves, and the ooly conclusion

they cao draw is tbat the rules of the global game are not of their choosing:

We are horrified by the absolUle. Wbat we need is Dot Western alieoation DOr especially its
excesses tbat accuse us and keep us from beiog rc:œgoized in a world without recognition.
without scroples. Whal we need is oeither a treebark belt around the waisl, nor a woodcn spear.
nor '"ugolan the eartbal rai paint smean:d on by danccrs. nor the tradiliooal canoe. nor the raffia
clotb in the sessions of the United Nations (of rourse nolbing keeps us from doing sc...) But we
have the noble mission. the ultimate. imperial duty 10 conserve these things. to show them to
the rat of me world. to reconfum the black soul wbich is struggling wim the ülogical position
ofmediaaing betwcm negro-African and Western àvilizatioos. Euro-African adturaluoombinat'"
until proven otherwise. ooly benefits the Wesl (MaVU07Jl in Loooh 1969: 90)

Popular forms of cultural expression and signification are one way that people are

able to Udebate the merits of modemity" (L. White 1993: 772; see also Burke 1996;

Jewsiewicki 1996), and very often such formulations are grounded in subtle forms of

culturally-œsed poiitical critique (Hunt 1997). In the context of African music, the debate

on 'modemity' often revolves around the issue of literacy:
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The author bas said: 'Our musiciaos have not benefiued from proper musical training~ we should
congratulate them for having come so far'. This is so true tbat lbey deserve praise and
recognition. But their commercial success of today should serve as a trampoline to even greater
successes; or better yet to leam ta read and write music. To koow the rme detail of instrumenta!
technique and its various applications. Il is ooly tbrough a perfeet knowledge of music thal they
cao truly 8ppreciate our musical heritage (Momote in Loooh 1969: 8).

ln this passage, the 'trampoline' of commercial production cao lead to 'perfeet knowledge',

in this case knowledge of self ('heritage'). Thus 'modemity' is valued not for ils own

sake. but because of its ability to activate 'tradition' (c.r. Kanza 1972).

The knot of meaning (De Boeck 1994) which is represented by the complex

structures and discourses of 'tradition' and 'modernity' is difficult to untangle. In light of

the data 1have presented above, what we seem 10 be faced with is a 'modernity' whose

dynamic is driven by ..tradition', but this 'tlëldition' is also in motion. As il moves, it

brings modemity with it, changing its position slighdy, and in the process transforming

them both. 'Tradition' incorporates elements from the outside, but Dot like a sponge, for a

sponge is not selective~ and after the absorbed liquid is evaporated, the sponge dries out

and returns to its original dried forro. The movement of the ·modemity' 1 have trierl 10

describe is more like a spiral, always coming back ta a tradition sornewhat modified.

Africa's particular historica1 position as bearer of the tarch of uadition, as the Most "other"

of modemity's athers, yet the most diasporically dispersed (Gilroy 1993), has made il

home to a particular vision of modemity. This vision is not the pêle-mêle mixing of 'old'

and 'new', but a careful juggling, an agonistic dance, an ongoing dialogue in which

'tradition' and 'modemity' are seen not as essential qualities, but as strategies in a world

that is othelWise slowly tearing apart.
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Coda: 'Modernity' and Mastery

Continuously under construction, heing invented, is a LacaUy formed version of how ta
proceed, individually and collectively. The attempt is ta bring the new abjects and
the new rules of the political game under control.

(Moore 1996: 588)

One has to watch them very carefully, otherwise no song would he recognizable, they
change everything!

(The words of a Belgian missiooary school
teacher e.,plaining her embarrassment for the
undisciplined bebavior of her Congolese students.
Quoted in Comhaife-Sylvain 1950: 88)
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[n Alan Merriam 's (1962) foundational work on anthropology and music, he

outlines sorne of the functions of music in society:

emotional expression
aesthetic enjoyment
entertainment
communication
symbolic representation
physical response
enforciDg conformity to social DODDS
contribution to stability and continuity of culture
contribution to the integration of society

(From Alan Merriam. The Anthropology of Music. 19(2)

Reading down tbis list [ am left with an empty feeling. AlI of the items on the list seem to

make sense: music is a means of emational expression; music is a form of symbolic

representation; music cantributes 10 the maintenance of cul ture. But in the end tbis list is a

list, with ail that Iists imply and obscure. For Nietzsche, music is ~'a realm of

wisdom...from which logicians are excluded" (1993), and according to Bourdieu "Music

is the 'pure' art par excellence. ft says nolbing and has notbing ta say" (1984: 19). Unlike

these interpretations, my analysis shows that music does not defy sociological explanation­

-perhaps bringing me doser to Weber's (1958) discussion of the relationship between

Western music and rationality--but that il does require specialized tools and specialized

attention, especially when it attempts to study the meaning of music as a set of social

practices in non-Western cultures.1

In this 'coda'2, 1 want to return ta the question 1initially posed in my introduction:

given the privileged status of 'modem' music in Congo-Kins~what does this

l"As \Veber's sociology of power and bureaucracy is ooncemed with the irraIiooal (repressive and antÎ­
democratic) implicitatioos of modem rational organization. so bis sociology of music is concerned with the
inevitable failure of music theory to provide a coherent. and thus meaniogful. account of music and the
"alue confliet thal underlies lhis failure. ~[usic thereby serves lo Cocus reflection upon the agonistic nature
of human culture in general" (Edgar 1995: 86).
2A musical term refemng to the brier musical conclusion at the end of a musical composition or
movment.
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important feature of the culturallandscape tell us about Congolese society and culture? The

simple assertion that Congolese music is important in the lives of Many Congolese does

not explain what tbis "modem' music means ta those who Iisten to il, perfonn it and

oppose il. Put simply, why are people coming together around popular music? Below 1

will discuss sorne of the possible answers to lms question.

Music as escape. Joshua Hammer. a reporter for Newsweek who was in

Kinshasa at the same time that 1was conducting my field research, explained music in

Kinshasa by saying that Congolese "take refuge in their music" (1995: 53). This is the

most obvious and perhaps the most templing explanation for popular dance music. But

explanatioDs of this type usually cannot account for what people are escaping from, nor the

reasoos why sorne people escape through music and others do nol Furthermore, given

the recuning themes of pain and suffering in musical texts (ch. 9), does it make sense to

taJk about music as ·escapism'? ln the context of popular music, it seems that people are

not forgetting their pain and suffering, but using music as a space in which lhey can

announce it (Barber 1987; Fabian 1978). As Camerounian ethnomusicologist Francis

Bebey put it (1975), "We were taught to say that music is the art of combioing sounds in a

pleasant manner. For Blacks, we should say: music is the art of singing about lifc,

whether pleasant or nol"

Music as resislance. Abu-Lughod (1990) has written about how the human

sciences' fascination with the concept of resistance has tended 10 obscure more detailed

understandings of how power actually operates (for a good example, see Gondola 1992 or

Vail and White 1991). Echoing these concems, Mbembe (1992a) has argued that a more

nuanced understanding of power and power relations, especially in post-colonial African

societies, must go beyœd the simplistic binary categories of domination and resistance.

Frederick Cooper bas observed that "What is being resisted is not necessarily clear, and

'colonialism' sometimes appears as a force whose nature and implications do not have to
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he unpacked99 (1994: 1532).3 1 disagree with Said's (1988) claim thatJames Seon's

(1985) early work on resistance in effect ~gjves away' the secrets of the weak. Much of

the writing on rituals of inversion caUs anention 10 the fact that 'roler' and 'ruIed'--as much

in renaissance Europe (Bakhtin 1984) as in 'traditional' Africa (Turner 1969)--are acutely

aware of the fact tbat they penetrate each others' worlds, and not only through ritual (Tsing

1993). In my discussion of micropolitics (ch. 8), 1 have attempted to show how simple

models of domination and resistanœ fail to capture the complexity of how power is created

and perpetuated at the level of inter-personal relations.

Music asfreedom. Perhaps more interesting is some recentlitemture which

retums to the question of freedom. Abu-Lughod (l990a) argues that through 'subversive'

poetry about love, young Bedouin men find temporary freedom from controlling eIders.

Fabian (1998) has suggested that African popular culture in geneml represents the

possibility of moments of "collective freedom" that are otherwise deDied. Nkashama

(1979; 1992) argues that the music of the Congolese nouvelle vague was characterized bya

certain ~release' through dance, though bis larger argument is more concemed with the

structural elements which reproduce the feeling of 'rupture' and ~vertige' in the post­

colonial subject And Tchebwa suggests that music he seen as a form of freedom thraugh

self-defense: "La chanson est dotée ici d'un pouvoir libérateur. Ele est même considérée

comme le dernier rempart, la dernière bouée de sauvetage à laquelle l'homme s'accrochera

quand il aura tout détruit" (1996: œckcover).4 While 1find these accounts much more

chaJlenging than thase which focus on escapism or resistance, the data 1have presented

suggest that sorne forms of popular culture (especially those which are more commercial in

nature) are characterized by as much by oonstraint as theyare by freedom, individual or

collective (esp. ch. 4, 7, and 8).5

3See also Brown (1996). Hunt (1989), 0rtDer (1995) and Rabinow (1986).
4·Music clearly b.œ a Iiberaling POWCl'. It is eveu c:oosiden:d as the I.t shield, a lifejackct which wc grab
on 10 whm he bu destroyed everything else'.
SMost discussions eX fRedom fail to suffiàendy problcmalize the distiDdioo between frecdom as COOSttaiDt
and freedom as empowermeot, Œ wbal Miller refus to .. the ·fteedom from' and the "frecdom to' (1994:
72), thouP sec Fabian (1998: 20).
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Mastering 'Modemity'

To conclude my discussion of 'modemity' and 'modem' music in the Congo~ 1will

take the example of a music video produced by General Defao in the first weeks of my

research with bis group. In this particular video clip ("Georgina")~ one of the singees is

wearing a designer suit and a pair of gold-plated dark sunglasses. He is holding a cellular

phone and is pretending to have a conversation. The singer's pretention (invariably a source

of laughter for mast Western viewers) cao he read in two ways. One, he is trying to mak:c

himself 'modem' through the display of technology wbich is an expensive luxury item and

therefore a symbol of status. Two, his gesture is a fonn of mimicry in which he parodies the

excesses of a state-based sumptuary sphere whose ostenratious wealth is dependent on the

presence of multinational capital and foreign technology. 1wouJd argue that both of thesc

readings are true. What 1would ad~ however~ is that the playfulness of such a gesture

(Congolese audiences laugb too, although perhaps for different reasons) gives the individuaJ

an impression of mastery over forces which are perceived as not only distant and dangerous,

but also as desireable (Appadurai 1995). But popular music is only one of the ways in

which people make 'modemity' happen (see Appendix III) [figure 10.1].6

If in fact popular music enables people (non·musicians and musicians a1ike) 10 ~try

on' or 'play with' ~modernity', ta what extent cao this mastery he considered a kind of

transformation? According ta sorne recent Africanist scholarship, mastery cao be seen as a

sort of tnmsfonnation of self through the digestion or incorporation of the other (De Boeck

6This figure is a pîctute of Coco, the landlady of the compound where 1 lived and rented during
my stay in Brazzaville. One day when 1passed by where she was sitting, she notiœd the
camera 1was carrying and asked me to take a pidure. She asked me to wait, however, just long
enough for her to put a scan on her head and ta bring the telephone out on the porth for the
picture. People watching the picNre being taken laughed furiously as Coco quite convincingly
invented an imaginary conversation with Paris in exaggerted broken French. Il did not seem ta
matter that she was talking ta a dialtone. What was important about this moment was the
way that she used the telephone ta place herself vis-à·vis 'modemity'.
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fig. 10.1 Coco on the phone
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1996; Geschiere 1~; Jewsiewicki 1991). Popular culture also bas the poteotial ta

transform social relations and often accompanies the emergence of new forms of social

consciousness and new types of sociability (Barber 1997; Burke 1996; Erlmann 1996;

Fabian 1996). Unfortunately, mastery through popular culture is always incomplete and

does not occur without struggle and debate; people poke hales in ~modemity' and refashion

it for various local purposes [figure 10.2], but they are also left with the feeling of fighting a

losing battle against the various 'pests' of 'modemity' [figure 10.3]. In the context of

popular musie, the idea of mastery enables us to see how certain 'modes of popuIar action'

(Bayart 1993) respond Rot ooly to local agents of domination such as bandleaders, sponsors

(ch. 8) and various state-based elites (ch. 9), but also the larger impersonal forces of global

technology, capital (ch. 4) and, ultimately, 'modemity' itself (ch. 10).

Pioneer folklorist and musicologist Alan Lomax once wrote tbat U ••• the primary

efreet of music is to give the listener a feeling of security, for it symbolizes the place where

he was bom..." (quoted in Chemoff 1979). This very early fonnulation of music as an

expression of spatial or cultural identity is confinned 10 a certain extent by my discussion

of popular music and identity (ch. 9,10). But 1have also tried to show how persona! and

collective identities are not historically pre-detennined. As 1discussed in Chapter Nine,

much of the literature about expressive culture in Africa (not only music) emphasizes the

imponance of how meanings are produced. Through papular music, people in Kinshasa

are involved in a "struggle for the possession of the signt7 (Hebdige 1979: 17), and the

nature of the sign itself is what is up for debale.

At an otherwise unmemomble moment of my field research, a young man with

whom my friends and 1were sharing a beer, turned to me and caught me off guard with a

pointed~ challenging question: "Excusez, Monsieur. 1 would like to know what il is

exactly that you fiad of interest in our music." 1was stunned al fint by bis question9 but

after sorne thought il occurred to me that what 1had always found the most compelling
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fig. 10.2 Poking holes in 1 modemity'
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about Congolese popuJar music--that aspect which preceded and superceded all others--

was the feeling it evoked in me:

[ explained that 1had been a fan for a long time and that 1was impressed to sec the impact of this
music in other parts of Mrica. He seemed impatient with my answer and gestured for me to get
lo the point. 1said: "Look. personally, there's somethïng lhat bappens to me when l hear the
ttansition 10 the seben. There's something special in those thirty seconds of transition.
somelhing that invades you, somelhing ioexplainable. somelhing tba1 takes over YoUl" body and
fills you with joy. That's what llike about Zairean music. l'hal's why 1 keep coming back"
(Nov. 23. 1995).

He thought for a minute and then nodded. "Bring us some more beer over here,"

he caUed out al the waiter. The tall, cold beer in front of me made me think he was happy

with myanswer. but not because il was the rightanswer. It is certainly possible that the

other people around the table (and he himseU) identified and agreed with my taJœ on la

musique zaïroise moderne, but that did not seem 10 maUer. What was important was that 1

had an answer. My perspective, thal of a foreign observer of Congolese popular music,

was only one of Many. The fact that l was able lo offer a comprehensible anaJysis of the

music's effeet confirmed for the people present not onJy lhat Congolese music is an abject

wonhy of academic inquiry, but also--by virtue of its ability to transcend ethnie and racial

boundaries--that their music is fundamentally and irreversibly 'modem'.
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l'Sanga Pamba". Ping Pong (Viva La Musica). Gina Kiaku Production: Kinshasa. c. 1990.
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"Songi Songi". Tabu Ley Rochereau (Afria Fiesta National). Editions ISA: Kinshasa. 1969
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l'Tango ya Ba Wendo". Luambo Makiadi Franco (O.I<. Jazz). c.1974.
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"Voisin". Madilu Système (O.K. Jazz). 1990.
"Votez Vert". Luambo Makiadi Franco (Ol<. Jazz). 19'70.
l'Voyage Mboso". Adolphe (Wenge Musica). Wibe Production: Kinshasa. c.1991.
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Below is a list of the formal interviews [ conducted, most of which 1recorded 00 audio cassette. In
addition to the name of the person interviewed and the date, 1 have also iocluded where the
interview occurred and what language or languages were used. The interviews are organized
chronologically.

Bruno Kasonga. June 22, 1995. Brussels (French).
Achille Ngoy, June 28, 1995. Paris (French).
M. Galoukossi-Tembo (I.A.D.). August 6, 1995. Brazzaville (French).
M. Bassarila (B.C.D.A.), August 10, 1995. Brazzaville (French).
Yoto Star. August 13, 1995. Kinshasa (French).
Jean Serge Essous. Starting on August 29, 1995. Brazzaville (French1English).
Norbert 801010 (Bono Music). September 14, 1995. Brazzaville (French).
Me. Sidony, September 18, 1995. Brazzaville (French).
Reddy Amisi. September 27, 1995. Brazzaville (French).
M. Socrates. December 21, 1995. Kinshasa (French! Ungala
Kiamangwana Verckys (Vévé). December 29, 1995. Kinshasa (french).
Papa Wemba. January 7,1996. Kinshasa (French).
M. MampaJa. January 9, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Mazanza Maurice. February 19, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
M. Bomboro. February 21, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Jerome Onya. March 14, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Damien Dimonekene. March 21, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Roger [zeidi and Roitelet. May 12, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Meridjo Beluba. May 14, 1996. Kinshasa (French/UngaJa>.
Nyoka Longo. May 14, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Ben Nyamabo. May 21, 1996. Kinshasa (French).
Tabu Ley Rochereau. September 26, 1996. Montreal (French1English).
Lokassaya Mbongo. June 30, 1997 and January 17,1998. Montreal(French).
Charlie Hénault, May 9, 1998. New Orleans (French!English).

547



Appendix 1

548



•

•

•

Glossary

Words' not otherw;se designated are words that are used in both lingala and French.

animateur: the musician who sings and shouts during the dance part of recorded and live
perfonnance in arder ta encourage members of the audience to dance as weil

animation: the activity undertaken by the animateur, the state of heightened sensitivity or
excitement which results from the dance part of each song

article 15: Kinshasa slang for being resourceful or 'fending for yourself
atalaku: Lingala tenn for animateur, the two are used interchangeably
baguette: drum stick
biolongo: a licerice navored stimulant that is often sold in bars with cola nuts and other

stimulant"
bwaka: (li.) 'to throw' , as in to 'throw the name of someone' , what musicians do when they

acknowledge the presence of someone important in the audience
caisse claire: snare drum, the drum placed horizontally directly in front of the drummer, in

betweeen bis legs
cavaeha: the rhythm that has become associated (and is used) with ail 'modem' Congolese

dance music
danseuse: female dancer
défense: the rhythm section of a dance band (bass, drums, rhythm guitar, keyboards, maracas)
deuxième bureau: mistress or second wife
CEe: (fr.) 'centre extra-coutumier' . refers to sections in Congolese colonial cities that were

separated from parts of the city where whites and other settlers lived
FAZ: (fr.) ·farces années zaïroises', the Zairean Armed Forces under Mobutu
fétiche: a charm or magicaJ item which can proteet oneself or do harm ta others
fiesta: the 'm<XIemist' school of Cangolese 'modern' music, best exemplified by the groups

that followed in the tradition of Kallt s African Jazz, especially African Fiesta
filingi: the 'feeling' or mood which is created bya virtuoso musician who plays with

emotional or passionate intensity
FROJEMO: the Mobutu Youth League
gamme: a guitar
gendarme: police officer
kinzaki: (Ii.)the 'knack' or gut feeling required to be successful in Kinshasa
kitamata: (IL) an up and down movement
Leo: Kinshasa
Lipopo: (li.) Kinshasa
lupemba: (li.) financial, politicaJ or musical success
madeso: (Ii.), literally 'beans' , but aise refers 10 monthy salary or source of income, which

orten limes cornes from bribes
mbonda: (li.) conga drum
miguel: Europe, see 'super-miguel'
MOPAP: (fr.) Mobutu's political propaganda office, responsible for ·animation politique'
moto: (li.), literally 'fire' , a successful dance step in 1990s Kinshasa
mouvaneler: those committed 10 the ideals and practices of the ruling party under Mobutu

(M.P.R.)
MPR: (fr.) 'le Mouvement Populaire de la Revolution' , the Popular Movement of the

Revolution'
mundele: white person, foreigner
ndoki: (Ii.) witch
ndule: (li.) live concert, perfonnative event
ngembo: (li.) literally ~bat', or young people who watch concerts from outside of the venue
NGO: (eng.) non-governmental organization, in French 'organisation non-gouvernementale'
nkisi: (li.) magic, charm, or medicine, see also '[eliche'
nganla: (Ii., kik.) medicine doctor, ritual specialist or tradilionaJ healer



•
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nouvelle vague: the new wave7 refers to the young musicians of the lenOs Kinshasa
nzele: (IL) girl or girlfriend
ONATRA: (fr.) Office Nationale du Transport (National Transport Office), under Mobutu
ondemba: (li.) see 'fiesta', the 'traditionalist' school ofCongolese 'modem' music, best

exemplified by the music of Franco and l'Orchestre O.K. Jazz
OZRT: (fr.), 'Office zairois de Radiodiffusion et Television', under Mobutu
parolier: Iyricist or 'songboy'
pondu: ground cassava leaves steamed and cooked with bits of fish
pousse-pousse: locally produced metal carts with two tire wheels to transport various sorts of

goods
poto: (li.) abroad, Europe
radio trottoir: system of rumors or heresay
RDC: (fr.) 'République Démocratique du Congo', Congo-Kinshasa
RPC: (fr.) 'République Populaire du Congo', Congo..Brazzaville
rideau ya ndako: (li.), literally 'curtains of the house' or first wife
nimba: tenn for the Afro-Cuban dance style which is also used to refer 10 Congolese 'modem'

music
seben: fast-paced dance sequence in the middle or end of each song
soukouss: the term for Congolese 'modem' music outside of Kinshasa, a sub-genre of

Congolese 'modem music played primarily in Paris
super-rniguel: (li). the United States, see 'miguel'
tango ya ba Wendo: (IL), literally 'the lime of the Wendes', i.e. the first generation
Thompson: the most common type of edible fish found in Kinshasa, something that is

numerous or common
tube: a hit song
UMHK: (fr.) 'Union Minière du Haut Katanga'
variétés: popular music or Western ·cover' tunes
vedettariat: professional trajectory as a star or 'vedene'
vié: (IL) for •vieux" old person or eider, tenn of address for people of respect
Voix du Zaire: (fr.) a1temate name for O.Z.R.T.
yuma: (li.), stupid, weak, wimpy
zoba: (li.), stupid, disoriented, dizzy, lost
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AfTaire Wenge Musiea : L'immaturité des musit!iens à la base de l'imbroglio

(Article by Emile Kasongo L. [rom the Congolese newspaper La Sodété in May lW7)

La nouvelle est tombée comme un couperet le week-end dernier: l'orchestre Wenge Musica

BCBO s'est disloqué ou en voie qe l'être. En fait, cela n'a fait que confinner un malaise qui

couvait au sein de cette formation dite leader de la quatrième génération, vécu près de six mois.

De frustration en frustration, le groupe, tout en se produisant, s'est scindé en deux blocs où l'on

retrouvait d'un côté, un lB. Mpiana tout feu tout flamme, et auréolé par son dernier album "Feu de

l'amour" qui caracole au hit parade national et même à l'étranger, et Werra Son dit le roi de la forêt.

Aprés une petite enquête de notre part, l'on est amvé à la conclusion qu'au-delà de ce "conflit" entre

les deux amis d'hier, il s'est agi surtout, outre le problème de leadership, de celui de la distribution

des revenus. Tous nos enquêtés sont unanimes: lB. comme Werra sont tous deux de mauvais

gestionnaires qui partagent difficilement avec les autres. "Alain Makabl ne s'était-il pas installé à

Londres parce que noué lors de l'enregistrement de l'album Kin Ebouger en 1991 ?", à relevé un

des donateurs du groupe qui à requis l'anonymat.

En outre, il y a eu d'autres frustrations et d'autres querelles puériles. Lorsque par exemple lB.

Mpiana et son "groupe" se réclament de "Bana mindele H (entendez de petits blancs), Werra et sa

"compagnie" rétorquent qu'ils sont des Japonais. Et cela par extension à la guerre sans merci

qui a toujours existé entre l'Occident et le pays du Soleil levant surtout en matière

commerciale.

Et on arrivera à la fameuse réunion du mercredi 3 décembre dernier à l'IntelContinentai où les

violons ont refusé de s'accorder entre les deux parties. La suite, on la connait : un monde fou de

fanatiques a envahi l'avenue Dimbaboma à Banda1-Moulaert, le siège de Wenge "originel" pour

protester contre la dislocation.

Raphael Ghenda veut jouer au sapeur-pompier Pépé Kalé, André Kimbuta, Adios Alemba, Ben

Nyamabo, Adam Bombole, Epape Pim's, Tabu Ley, le "Vieux" Wendo Kolosoy, Bori Boziana..

tous ces grands noms de la musique ainsi que sympathisants et autres donateurs ont très mal digéré

ce qui venait d'arriver aux jeunes gens de Wenge Musica. Ils ont multiplié des conseils pour

dissuader J.B. Mpiana qui a la majorité des musiciens à savoir Alain Makaba "Internet", Blaise

Bula, Alain Mpela, Fi-Carré, Aimélia, Toutou Caludji... et Werra Son qui n'a que Didier Masela le

fondateur de Wenge et Adolphe Deminguez " Papa Mobimœ • dans leur aventure.
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Mais piqués par on ne sait quelle mouche, ces gens ont continué a faire la sourde oreille. En tant

que Ministre de tutelle, M. Raphaël Ghenda refuse de voir le porte-étendard de la quatrième

génération de la musique congolaise s'écrouler. Ctest ainsi, qu'il a pu mettre ensemble le lundi 7

décembre dans son cabinet les deux tendances afin de trouver un compromis.

Et le Ministre de l'Information et presse et Affaires culturelles a bien fait de réunir autour de lui

d'autres artistes musiciens comme Tabu Ley pour convaincre les jeunes gens de Wenge à

transcender leur différend. La démarche de Raphaël Ghenda a été trés bien accueillie. Déjà, au

sortir de cette réunion, on a senti une certaine modération dans les deux camps qui se sont

promis de se retrouver incessamment toujours autour du Ministre Raphaël Ghenda. Selon le

Directeur de Cabinet de Raphaël Ghenda, M. Onokoko qui a rendu public le compte rendu de

cette rencontre, "il existait de sérieux problèmes au sein de l'orchestre dus à l'absence de

concertation, mais il n'était pas encore question de parler de scission. En outre, il a été demandé

aux musiciens de ne pas se laisser distraire a un moment où on a besoin de l'unité pour la

reconstruction nationale". Pour Tabu Ley qui a présidé la deuxième partie de la réunion, "les

musiciens avait pris la décision sans tenir compte de ('impact que Wenge musica avait tant sur le

plan national qu'international. Néanmoins, il y avait de quoi espérer, car les deux ailes ont,

sans contrainte, exprimé la volonté de rester ensemble, pour continuer à faire plaisir à tout le

monde". C'est pour la première fois, a-t-il souligné, qu'un orchestre Kinois au bord de

l'éclatement se détourne de cette voie.

Si la médiation de l'ancien Ministre de l'Information, Aubin Ngongo Luwowo avait échoué dans

l'affaire OK Jazz, d'aucuns estiment que M. Ghenda qui connait bien les milieux des artistes

musiciens pourra réussir sa mission qu'un membre de son cabinet considère comme étant celle

de tous les Congolais.

Papa Wemba el King Emeneya: de boucs émissaires

La crise latente qui a éclaté dans l'orchestre Wenge Musica a été commentée dans plusieurs sens.

Au lieu de réconcilier J.B. et Werra dont les rappons n'étaient plus au beau fixe, d'aucuns, par
manque d'arguments, ont tout simplement cherché des boucs émissaires. Et ils ne sont pas allés

les chercher très loin. Il s'agit de Papa Wemba Ekumani et de King Emeneya Mubiala "Ya

Mokolo". PapaWem~ on lui reproche sa panicipation dans l'album "Feu de l'amour" et son

soutien inconditionnel à J.B. à qui il aurait recommandé de considérer Wenge comme son bien.

Quant à Emeneya qui a séjourné au pays après une absence de près de 7 ans, on dit qu'il a

envenimé la situation en appuyant Werm dans son bras de fer avec son ami "Mukulumpa wa

Bakulumpa".



552

Et pour les défenseurs de cette thèse, Papa Wemba et Emeneya seraient jaloux de la montée

fulgurante de Wenge. D'où~ il fallait à tout prix casser cet orchestre comme ce fut le cas avec

l'orchestre Sosoliso du Trio Madjesi au milieu des années 70.

Cependant les vrais critiques de la musique congolaise réfutent ces allégations. Et pour cause?

Au jour d'aujourd'hui, il n'est plus un secret pour personne que Papa Wemba est devenu une

star de renommée internationale. Les contrats qui tombent sur sa table l'attestent bien. En outre,

on a vu Papa Wemba remercier des chanteurs de talent tels que Redy Amisi et Stina "l'As de la

Chorale" et monter Viva La Musica Kinshasa avec de jeunes gens sortis de l'anonymat et

emballer tous les mélomanes dans l'album "Nouvelle écriture". Aujourd'hui, en terme de

vedettariat, Bendo Son par exemple, n'a pas à envier un musicien de Wenge.

Quant à Emeneya, à moins d'avoir la mémoire courte, ce !'!lusicien émérite a toujours eu horreur

de la division. Plus d'une fois~on a vu le géniteur de "Nzizi" prodiguer des conseils aux

jeunes gens de Wenge pour saisir l'opportunité qui s'offre à eux de bien gérer le succès dont ils

jouissent actuellement.

Quand Marie-Paul rit sous cape Le malheur des uns fait toujours le bonheur des autres, dit-on.

En tout cas, ce vieil adage semble se confinner en ce qui concerne Marie-Paul~ le chef de file de

Wenge El Paris. Pour le numéro un de l'autre Wenge, les J.B., Werra, Didier Masela et autres

Blaise Bula sont encore des enfants, dans la mesure où ils ont vite fait de se séparer pour fuir

son orchestre qui d'ailleurs n'a pas de concurrent.

Pour Marie-Paul, ce qui arrive aux autres était prévisible. Il soutient l'avoir dit depuis décembre

1996 dans son album"Annaguedon" dans sequel il disait "tout le monde doit partir". Et les faits

semblent lui avoir donné raison, affinne-t-il. Eu égard à l 'hostilité qui a toujours existé entre

Wenge FJ Paris et les amis de J.B. Mpiana, ce qui arrive aux "Anges adorables" ne peut que

contenter le "Roi Pélé".

En tout état de cause, ce qui est advenu à Wenge Musica est à imputer à la folie de jeunesse de

tous les musiciens de Wenge Musica BeBO qui n'ont pas bien géré leur succès. Au contraire,

ils ont prêté l'oreille aux commérages de Kinshasa, au lieu de privilégier le travail dont

dépendent leur avenir et l'union du groupe. Toutefois, rien n'est encore perdu défmitivement

avec l'implication du Ministre Raphaël Ghenda de ramener les uns et les autres à la raison.
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1 ONUSIDA KIN@KINPOST.CC~AIL.com~userve.com,S/151985:40 PM,One.
From: ONUSIDA_KIN@I<INPOST.CCMAIL.compuserve.com
X-5MfP-Posting-Origîn: arl-img-5.compuserve.com (arl-img-5.compuserve.com [149.174.217.135])
Date: Fri, 15 May 1998 13:40:30 -0400
Subject: One. Read first
Sender: ONUSIDA_KIN@KINPOST.CCMAIL.compuserve.com
To: '1NTERNET:bwhite1@po-box.mcgill.ca" <bwhi tel@po-box.mcgill.ca>
MIME-Version: 1.0
X-MThJŒ-Autoconverted: from Sbit to quoted-printable by arl-img-5.compuserve.com id NAA05374

Cher Bob,

Hadn't 1told you how much 1was 100king fonvard to read and reread
your manusaipt during Easter Holidays. Theo, as the lime for leisure
sped by, 1eagerly waited for the holidays ta end, the ceaseless
remue-mfulage, the children's demands, the chores, the errands, so 1
may at last find a few hours in the isolation of my Kinshasa house to
explore your writings.

50 instead of the unassailable crîtical fortress [ wanted to erect,
you're going to have a dog's breakfast: a little bit of everything,
old and new, small and big, edible and not.

You had asked me what 1read firsl Naturally "50 Many Musicians, 50
Uttle Time" (Catchy title moted in the "so many women, 50 little
time" gross slogan), to taste the gossip, the anecdotal, the personal,
what in many magazines cornes under "Our society".

1also cringed through 'The Miaopolitics of Music", that ought to be
renamed " Big Fuss with Little Stars". Any extrapolation into the

universal based on your sole personal experienœ would seem ta me
about as good as a Rasta monologue on metaphysics after a fourth beer,
pathetically peevish and self œntred.

Christina, from CAU, mercifuUy settled a quandary that did keep me
puzzled. She showed me what 1suspected, the stunning "Universal
Treasure of Pedantic Quates", the book you, and others, keep hidden.
It must be on the Web too. An endless list of bU12 words presented the
way you do ... "femmes libres" (Lafontaine, 1974. Little, 1973)

50 you ail just tnJst nobody will ever want to look up, no more than
you ever did, or that the references referred ta are indeed
meaningfuJ. Strange academ.ic mores, not much better than name dropping
by Jos~'s son claiming having had a deaJ with sorne celebrity after
just seeing from a distance bis empty car.

8efore Christina's eye opener, 1had wonderecl if you get paid for
throwing the names of your Academia colleagues, Jike Koffi does. Or is
it similar ta what people do here, go ta as many funerals as possible,
hoping that many will come in tum ta yours.

Than the hilarious example 1esbians" (Malinowsky 1917, White 1996)
might weU come true.

Many many years ago, when 1was a student, we were expeded to provide
not only precise titles, but edition and number(s) of the page(s)
quoted. For pœsible reference. Who from your readers is suppœed to
know what actuaUy is discussed and spoken about in "wounded foot"

Prlnted for bwhltel@jjô;box.meÎÎII.ea (Bob White)
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(Pascal Sinyamoni et alia, 1786) ? Not even you.

This reference mania could have brought Lewis Carroi to add a
hilarious chapter on "Alice and the Pundits", reminding me of that

group of old friends who knew ail their jokes by hart, and numbered
them to speed up delivery. They would crack laughing just by saying
"...18..."

l'm DOW taping sorne Grand I<alle for you, the pleasure of endless and
celestial mmba. Bandai side of the river. 111 rap the cassettes in
sweet picture of me high on Gin. Look at it dosely, before attempting
anew to make a fool out of me.

First : "Obligeant" bas a simple and precise meaning you failed to
gel. L"'obligeance" is selfless kindness that caUs for redprocation.
Koffi is kind ta create kindness. It does not compare ta graœfulness,
kindness for free. ft is more the art of the vendor, or that simplest
magic, whereby you mimic something to see it happen. You will agree :
&am Djuna ta Simaro, from MaOka Munan to Tabu Ley, Reddy Amisy to
Mbilia Bell, ail are sweeter than lUe.

Have 1told you this one on causality ? Every body knows that Africans
can make things happen in ways unconnected to the proœss we name
"causality". For us, nothing happens without an understandable cause.
Future is the result of causality. H you do tbis, this will follow.
Isn't it the purpose of Science at least, even Sociology...

Keep in mind that 1argue with you on quite a few things, aedentials
to start with. And what makes future. Africans have a way to get
things happen. To start with : happiness.

Modemity is one of several ways to identify future. You and 1have
been taught that future is room for improvement, aeation, for what's
"new f", like was crunchy peanut butter 30 years ago.M~ 1belong to
the days when we had nolbing but the smooth and boring forme Progress
has to foster modem taken from nowhere.

Kutino helps me a lot to understand. You know, the immensely popular
preacher. 1heard him saying, wisely, il seemed, for once: "Prayer is
not enough to achieve fortune and success, nor either is plain Faith
in Gad. No. When you ask for something, you have also to work and help
il hapPen..."

'That's good" 1 thought, for Kutino is famed for having said : "What
is a Ssangyung, or a Mercedes, for Gad, who gave us the Holy Spirit•..
to give us a Mercedes, for God, is nolbing."

Ta please us, we expect him ta say what you and 1do believe : "'rust
in Gad... but tie your horse." To believe inGod all mighty is not
quite good enough . Tie your horse too, ifyou want it ta be there in
the moming. We ail have to work, or ad al least, ta gain what we
hopefor.

Ifyou or 1dreamed of a Mercedes, we would not pray Gad for il. No. 1
would look for a rich woman. and drive bers like a gigolo, or maybe
waste my savings. 1would tie the horse. You would get it as first
prize in a white atalaku's toumament.

Prlnted: for b"hltel@j)ë)-box.meÎÎU.ea (Bob White) 2
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50 1was eager to hear more from Kutino. Listen how it came. ''If you
want 1chiId, for example, pray for it, sure, but go and purchase aIso
the crib, the milk bottles, the curtains, the dothes, for you trust
Gad will give that child. If it is a Mercedes you want, do not just
ask Gad for il Better look around for any key, and sit upon a chair.
Than fiddle with that key, tum it and start the motor, go vroum,
vroum-. You have to work on il And for money, do as 1do: get you
some paper, and Qlt it in pieces. Put them in your pockets, or bag,
and go out shopping. When you see what you want, a televisiol\ or a
freezer maybe, shuffle those papers in your pocket. The money will

come.

You do know enough ta recognise magic: Represent what should happen,
trust Gods infinite power, and go ahead. It works. It's future's
recipe

How better be modem than through the mighty power of religion and
magic. During the gatherings of some charismatic congregation, seers
will enter in a trance, and use imaginary portable phones to speak to
distant spirits, or get guidance from a leader who travelled abroad.
Modemity... ?Modernism... ?

Nobody craves any more to he modem. The inamovible Algerian director
of Jeune Afrique, Beshir ben Something (BBY), commented on progress,
by stressing weaknesses in developed societies : obesity, abuse of
drugs, population ageing and the probable extinction of our society.
BBY is obviously right.

Any youngster, when asked, prefets to die young. Old age for what ?
Each of us would rather live poor and happy, than old, alone,
neurasthenic until a belated death.

What is being modem? And how does one get there ?

Two cassettes, the picture, clippings and diverse letters are in your
mail. I<oko Roy's pigmies felt you missed them, sa they are giving you
a second chance. Ali for you. One cassette is called "Grand Kalle's
Greats", and the other is a pot-pouni of what makes people dance.

Kwatcha kwatcha, of witch you will hear quite a lo~ is easy.1t is
Moto*l'envers. Instead of the inimitable rhythmic giving away at the

knees, you just bob up (You are gifted, from birth) accompanied by
some peculiar posturing of fingers, ...details. loi and "Position de
tir" is somehow more complicated. Ifs based on Oombolo, induding
what looks like a loose Marxist salute.

50 much for now. It is 2000h, and 1am off for the classiqueSunday
evening at Mate, for the oldies Ii.ke me. Enjoyable, for sure,
specially if Manda shows up, now he lives nearby, in Bandal.

Solong
John

PS. Here is my thinking on putting money back in your poeket.

Autre signe d'attention*autrui, donc de politesse: ne pas remettre

Prlnte:~ for bWhltel@pë-bos.meÎÎII.ea (Bob White) 3
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dans sa poche l'argent que l'on veut donner*une femme. Sortir un
billet de cent dollars, alors qu'on voulait en donner vingt? Remettre
dans la poche, calculer? n y a 1* toute la difŒrence entre l'amit~

et la prostitution. Mesurer son don quand on a tout reAu ?Comment
r~tribuerl'amour d'une femme? Une femme qui aime donne qui eUe est.
Le contenu de tes poches, de ton coffre mlme, est peu de chose comparS*la valeur de son amour.

Celui qui, par amour, a b,tit le Taj Mahal, s'il ne s'estpas~,
il l'a construit pour rien.

Tout donner, comme*fflsus, c'est le langage que la femme entend. n
vaut par consequent mieux savoir ce que l'on a en poche, et sortir le
bon montant. Le montant juste, ou le compl~ter.Mais ne jamais
remettre dans sa poche de l'argent qu'on a montre.

Ce qui distingue l'avarice de la ge~rosiŒ,c'est que la ghn~rosiŒ
jarilais ne compte. nfaut toujours, et en tout, tout donner. En amour
surtout. Sans r~rve aucune, ni reticence, ne rien garder. ''L'amour,
c'est pourvoir tout dire" (Mme DaOnov, personal communication, 1970).
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Not Just Love: 559

Self-Censorship and 5ub·Text in Congo-Zairean Popular Dance Music

Despite a romantic venetr, Congo-Zairean music
is profoundly political. Not only tIre for the way

it 'thruws' the names of(07 praises) people in
positions ofpawer, but alsofor the way tkat it
quietly takes shots at them through the use of

5ub-text and metaphor. Mœt musicians in Kinshasa
don't worry about being censored; they cmsor
themseJves by writing love sangs which will
not ofJend po/iticùms or potentiaJ patrons.
For thase that cannot resist the temptation

ta write songs which are critical,
the consequences can be serio!~s.

In this presentation, we invite yeu to expLore
various tensions: the music is joyfuL but the
words are full ofsarrow and Loos, the images

reinforee mainstream history's fixation on 'big
men' yet ail ofthe talking healis are voiceless,

the text you are rfading is informative and
fJI~tJwritative but it tells you nothing about the

music's H power and beauty".

The ArreS[ of
a Musiciun
.4rJ'es/rllioll cI"1II
IIl/1sicitm
87 x 79 cm.• oil on
cunvOlc/huile ~Ul" toile. 1980.
cnll. A. r.11O;.r.m;

Eventually 1 became seduced by its power and beauty
but 1 am still privately embarrassed that it took me 80 long to recognize it as perhaps the richest and most
distinctive gift ta the continent, and indeed the world, ta come from Zaïre" (Johannes FabiaIly (orthroming)

Clearty, he was in love with being in love. But the rnost important thing to remember about }

{ Kabasele is his faithfulness ta truth. his constancy in a praxis which is inalienable, incorruptible.
This is what makes his music political.

(Yoka Lye Mudaba in Manda Tchebw3, Ten-ede Ll Chanson, 1996)

"Para FIft"
(Kabosele, 1954)

Felidté, oh LoulOIl, heart from parali~

YOUT beautiful jQce, my guardian angel
When you look at me, honey, 1Lose myself 1

{
After love, it is political propaganda
and publicity that prop up the stars of today. }

(Michel Lonoh, Essai de commentaire sur III musique congolaise, 1969)

2 nSalongo"
(M.P.R.• c.1970)

A simple song which picked up steam after
Mobutu's retum trcm Maoist China. Salongo ;s art.
imaginary 'good citizen':

Salongo, eh eh, Salongo, he likes to work...

(Ngandu Nkashama, Papier blanc encre noir, 1992)



"Kashamo Nkoy"
crabu Ley, 1969)
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Tabu Ley laments the loss of a young student named
Kashama ('nkay' means leopard ) who was eliminated by
the govemment and nsver heard from again:

Friend, village friend, school friend, work friend, [ Iuroe cried my eyes dry. 3
1know everyone must die sorne day, but why did YOIlltave me now ail alone?
1fyou see Lumumba, what will you say? That we didn't ta/œ care o/you?

{
ln the end, whether the encounter is 'masked' or not is of Iittle consequence.
What is important is that. as a specifie trajectory of domination, the postcolony
sfrikes preeisely in its earthiness and verbosity.

}

"Tailleur"
(Franco, 1987)

(Achille Mbembe, TIIe Banality ofPower... 1(93).

After being jailed for recording an obscenely insutting song about the
woman that left him for a politician, Franco is released by Mobutu who
quickly demotes the politician in question (Kengo wa 00000). Franco
writes this song ('ailor") ta remind Kengo that he wasn't really boss :

Why do you always doubt what people tell you? AllI said has come to pass. The owner of the
needle took back his need/t. What will you sew with now? You talked too much; they've set you aside. 4
But you can Iœep tal1cing ifyou like. Keep malcing ail those important decisions. Now we're rom.
1know what l'm saying, they took away your air conditioner and your fan. 1knaw what l'm saying,
now you 'Il really have problems with mosquitœs.

{ The men of politics have iDspired our musicians who dedicated to them a }
countless number of warks (Cyrille Momote in Lonoh, Essai de..., 1969)

Pierre Moungali was the vidim of poUtiesl

5 assassination. His son Max wrote a song in "Humanité"
which he assumes his father's voice and struggles
with the fact !hat he will never ses his son again. (Max Moungalt c.1965)
After this song was released Max was forced into exile.

TIre boat l'm in will anly stop when [get to where l'm going. 1see so many places. l'Il he gane pever.
1get offin America. ['m aslave, worlcing other peoples' fields. Oh God, the blllCk man Iras suffered sa.
!t's cmshing our hearts and dividing ourfamilies. ~ started with the MauMau and now they're killing
aIl the Congo's gods. Today they've taken me from my son. ft hurts so much l can't speak it. So many
thoughts in my head. l'Il never see my home again.

"Loklto Va Mbongwana"
(J.P. Busé, 1997)

After the arrivai of a new govemment in 1997, J.P. Busé
is approached and asked to write sangs ofpraise. Instead
hecomposes"WavesofChange":

6
The liberators have come to bring hope and light to peoples' hearts.
You am't wash yourface with yourjinger; we nttd to work together.
Ifwe Wll1It things to clumge, wt Iunle to change the wflIJ we think.
The people must lotit thtir ruler and the ",ln must loœ lais people.
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Listening Guide: Modernity's Spiral
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This document is intended as a guide for listening to the audio cassette induded with this thesis. 1
have left pauses in between most selections on the cassette in order to make it easier for the
listener1reader to stop and start the cassette as he/ she sees fit. Sorne of the songs on the cassette are
also found in the text, but this is not true in aU cases sinœ sorne examples are important prirnarily for
their musical aspects and sorne for their texts. Certain information about the songs/artists occurs in
both the listening guide and the body of the thesis. 1have not edited for this repetition 50 that the
listening guide can be used independently of the thesis. Numbers to designate audio eues do not
correspond ta chapter numbers, but after each entry 1have indicated the section in the body of the
thesis which covers the specific aspect being discussed.

Cue1 "Julienneu (Dr. Nico, Mrican Fiesta Sukisa) - see ''fwo 'Schools'" in Chapter Three
Nico is known as the quintessential 'fiesta' guitarist. His solos are Jight, upbeat, and airy. You will
notice that he plays in major tones and scales which give bis solo work a Western or 'modern' sound.
Compared to Franco (eue #2), Nico's solos are more varied in their melodic structure (i.e. they are less
repetitive). Apparently Nieo rehearsed Many of his solos, unlike Franco who was known for
improvising, even in the studio (Hénault, May 9, 1998). Usten to the way the solo guitar interacts
with lead singer, eoming in and out of focus. Together they constitute a kind of loose dialogue.

"Coupe du Monde" (Ndombe Opetum, 0.1<. Jazz) - see ''fwo 'Schools'" in Chapter TItree
This example is a nice contrast to Nieo. In fact in popular discourse about different musical styles ('les
tendances') the two are often oppsed. This song was recorded some time after Nico's song, but it shows
the way that Franco's guitar developed separate from bis 'fiesta' counterparts. Franco's guitar work
is usually more raw, gutsy, and repetitive. In bis solos, he tends ta play c1usters of notes together,
repeating a smaJl number of dusters but varying rhythm and sequence. Notice also lhat the chord
progression is the same throughout the song, unlike Nico's song which bas many changes and breaks.
The bass guitar is playing more punctuated, sometimes syncopated notes, acting as sort of percussion
instrument (eue 3); this style of bass guitar is closely associated. with Franco's traditionalist school
(also referred to asondembIJ). The guitar solo is a classie Franco seben: sped-up tempo, rising intensity
resulting from the interplay of the two guitars, the hom section and the speaking voice ail add to this
mood. Franco's esthetic in song composition is a good example of what 1refer to as the 're­
indigenization' of the musical style (see also Pwono 1992 on 'institutionalization').

ln the next set of eues (2.1 - 2.3), try to distinguish the different nuances of rhythm by listening to the
snare drum (often sounds like the engine of a railroad train), which is where the motion and core
rhythm is housed in most œntemporary Congolese dance music.

eue 2..1 "Pentagone" (Wenge Musica) - see "'L'Animation'" in Chapter Three
This selection picks up in the middle of the transition to the dance part of the song (most often
referred ot as seben or'animation'). listen especiaUy to the snare drum. Wenge bas one of the best
drummers in the industry (l'itina) and have hem reintegrating live drums (as opposed to sounds from
drum machines) into their recordings. This eue gives a feeling for how different shouts are brought
together ('enchainés') in the dance part of a song.

Cue 2.2 "Mandundu" (Super Choc) - see IIIl'Animation'" in Chapter Three
The snare drum in this eue is somewhat different. Each group plays roughly the sante song structure
(words in a verse, then a chorus, then a transition to the dance part), but the particular way they
manage each of these sections gives a great deal of room for persona! or group-based identification.
Most groups, for example, have a particular variation on the basic dance rhythm (known as
,cavacha') and !hat is the rhythm that they use for many of the dance sections of their songs.
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eue 2.3 ilShowtime" (Empire Bakuba) -- see Il'L'Animation'" in Chapter Three
Djuna Mumbafu is one of the most well-known ata1aku, but he is also recognized as a humorist and
master showman. In the beginning of this selection there is an police officer (or immigration officer)
trying to get information &om someone who is newlyarrived ta Kinshasa but who doesn't speak
Lingala. "What country are you from?" yells the officer, "Where are you from? Whars your name?"
The scene degenerates and the song begins. The level of this recording is noticeably better than much
of the production coming out of the Congo (recorded in Switzerland). Again the particular accent of
the snare drum is different and this selection offers a good example of the transition ta the seben,
with a slight break and the entry of solo guitar.

Cue3 "Savoir Vivre" (Empire Bakuba) - see ,nL'Animation'" in Chapter Three
Lofombo is known as a kind of wizard of the bass guitar (see figure 5.1). In this song (his own
composition), he shows the way he has mastered a combination between Westem slap bass and the
way that bass instruments are used in a 'traditional' setting in his home region of Lower Congo. Part
of the tension that his playing aeates cornes from the way that he throws in notes like punctuations
or afterthoughts. Notice also how the song graduaUy speeds up in anticipation of the seben.

ln the next set of eues (4.1-4.3),1 want ta call the listener's attention different kinds of shouts, and the
way that shouts are combined within the body of a song. In these selections there are also some good
examples of the shaker [ have referred to in my discussion of the atalaku (figure 0.1,0.2, 10.2).

Cue 4.1 "Eluzam" (Zaiko Langa Langa) - see IiDanees and Shouts" in Chapter Three
This is what early shouts sounded Iike. 1 have taken the example from Zaiko, because they are often
aedited with bringing shouts more systematically into music, even belore they reauited the first
ata1aku in 1982. These shouts are shouts in the pure sense of the tenn: no singing, sound improvised.

Cue 4.2 "Etage ya Sub" (I<offi Diamide) - see ''Danees and Shouts" in Chapter Three
Good example of the 'hype' style shouting emerges in the 19805. Notice how the atalaku switehes
back and forth between the stag and the audience. Koffi begins as a 1crooner', having a reputaüon for
being a bad daneer and beginning in the late 19805, especially with this album, starts to integrate
dancing and shouting into bis recordings and live performances. As far as bis dancing is concemed, he
became embarrassed when the publie learned that he had started taking lessons to improve bis
moves.

Cue 4.3 "Famille Kikuta" (General Defao) - see IIDances and Shouts" in Chapter Three
Defao doing what he does best, singing with charma More and more Defao bas become interested in
imposing ms soft singing voice on seben where mast of the shouts occur.

eue 5.1 (no title) - see "Leaming to Play" in Chapter Six
Aeeording to Bébé Atalaku, this rhythm was indigenous ta the Teke people living in the Pool region.
From my eperienœ il was not as eommon as the one in 5.2 below, and was sometimes used in the 'words'
part of songs leading up to the transition to dance.

eueS.2 (no tiUe) - see "leaming to Play" in Chapter Six
Listen ta the other selections on this cassette to see how this basic rhythm recurs throughout the
music, and especially how it interlocks with the rhythm of the mare drum.

eue6 (no title) - see "Leaming to Play" in Chapter Six
This is a recording from one of the meetings with the atalaku from the Big Stars (üdjo) who took me
on as an apprentiee. Notice that Udjo wants to go on ta next shout but 1ask him to do each one twice
for my own pratice, calling the tune üterally. He is giving me the series of shouts from a song called
IIFamille Kikuta" (eue 4.3).

eue7 (no tille) - see "Leaming to Play" in Chapter Six
This strange moment is me n!Cording a shout which 1had dreamed up and hoped might be eventually
be used with the Big Stars. Needless to say, it never saw the Iight of clay.

eue8 llPitié Mon Amour" (General Defao) - see MBig Sms en Concert" in Chapter Seven
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This is the kind of song with which Defao would oiten open his performances. This song, like a 564
number of bis reœnt recordings, takes the form of a dialogue between a husband and wife. The persan
who paid ta have the song composed is also the subjed of the song. In this song we here Defao singing
the names of some of bis sponsors and aIso sorne good examples of how singers increasingly sing their
own shouts on recordings as weIl as in concert.

Cue9 l'Shabani'' (Super Choc) - see 115inging the Sponsor" in Chapter Eight
Probably one of the best examples 1have found of the way that musicians Ising the sponsor' (White
1997). 1 have reprinted the text in its entirety in Chapter Eight.

Cuel0 "C~est Dur La Vie d'une Femme Célibataire" (O.K. Jazz) - see"Always Love, Never Just
Love" in Chapter Nine

1have done a more textual analysis of this song in Chapter Nine. An extremely rich text. Like Cue 2,
the basic chord progression does not change. As 1suggested in Chapter Three, this is a fonn of coming
bac.k ta 'traditional' song stNctures and esthetics. Notice a1so the relationship between the guitars
and the hams and the between the different guitars. This is a good example of the layered or
interlocking guitar style for which Congolese music is most weU-known. At the end of this song you
hear why some people think Franco invented the seben. It is a guitar sound that (as it was explained
ta me) "incites people to dance" by "getting them in the gur'.

Cuel1 "Kita-mata bloqué" (O.I<. Jazz) - see ''Thematic Tropes" in Chapter Nine
This song is especially noticeable for the reculTing tropes of disorientation ('zoba') and total romantic
devotion. The shaker is prominent at one point in the song. Notice also the two-part song structure.
When the music changes, what we have i5 an excellent example of the întensity of the Tout Puissant
O.K. Jazz(the AIl Powerful O.K. Jazz). Also a good example of how aider, more respectable bands
like O.K. Jazz have been influenced by the shouts and rhythms of musicians of the New Wave:
"Kital Mata! Kita! Mata!" Congolese listeners will also remark upon the vuJgar nature of sorne of
the lyrics near the end of the song (bite my ear, take me there ta the place where 1 see bright lights,
references ta dogs, etc.).

Cue 12 "Ekokola" (Swede 5wede Boketchu Premier) - see "The Tangled Dance..." in Chapter Ten
This bare minimum sound is different from Swede Swede's other album ('Mokili Etumba'). Notice
that in addition ta Itraditional' drums, they also use a 'modem' drum set with cymbals and a snare
drum. The introduction of the harmonica into Swede Swede's music is remarkable given that this
instrument is somewhat rare in Kinshasa, where it conjures up images of the 'modem' West (via
Afrlcan-American blues and A.O.R rock) but a1so strikes a 'traditional' note which has a hypnotising
effect on listeners. The shouts in after the transition ta dance section are straight out of 'modem' music
performance, which themselves draw heavily fromfolklore.

Cue13 "Tu Bois Beaucoup" (O.I<. Jazz) - see l'Urban Ethnicity" in ChapterTen
A parody of a non-Kinois arriving to the city for the first lime. The humer in this song is aeated by
exposing the country bumpkin's ignorance. This song is a1so an example of the imperfectness of the
division between 'fiesta' and 'ondemba' styles. O.K. Jazz, in theory not 'fiesta~, sounds very 'fiesta' on
this song.

Cue14 "Salongo'~ (O.K. Jazz) - see "The Amazing 'Modernjty Madtine'- in ChapterTen
The quality of this selection is sub-standard but the content makes il worthwhile nonetheless. This
is an excerpt from Franco's 1970 33rpm release dedicated ta singing the praises of the M.P.R. and
Mobutu. The persan speaking is Franco himself and interestingly enough he is imitating Mobutu. This
kind of offidally sponsored parody is a good example of what Mbembe (1992a) bas referred ta the
'intimacy of tyranny'. This particular song dates from the colonial period when the original words
referred to the fad that Congolese had become vidim to the forœd labor campaigns of the Belgian
colonial regime. The song is invested with new meaning under Mobutu who uses il as an official state
anthem which glorifies the values of bard work for the country and the regime. See Busé and White
(in appendix).

At the end of this cassette 1 have induded some examples of local radio stations. For information on
local radio (and other media in Kinshasa), see Chapter Four and Tchebwa (1996).
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