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VISITING Durban this 
week, GG Alcock, a 
white, Zulu-bred, 
Third World child-

turned marketing executive 
extraordinaire, took off  his 
shoes and trod barefoot on a 
walkway of  the dead languages 
at Regent Business School’s 
new Institute of  Entrepreneur-
ship. It was, in a sense, a proph-
etic gesture about what we are 
losing today.

Designed by Durban sculp-
tor Andries Botha, the dead 
languages walkway forms part 
of  an inner city revival pro-
cess driven by a network of  
artists and architects in associ-
ation with the Regent Business 
School.

“We hope to be able to 
extend this walkway into pub-
lic space,” said Yusuf  Patel 
of  the Architects Collaborative 
which assisted with the dead 
languages installation and also 
designed Regent’s school of  
entrepreneurship and recently 
opened art gallery.

The gallery currently 
houses Botha’s Rhino Burn-

ing exhibition: a life-size steel 
sculpture of  a rhino which 
will be filled with alien wood 
(wattle) and coal and burnt to 
cinders in the KwaZulu-Natal 

hinterland later this year. In 
an associated series of Rhino 

Burning sketches, Botha shows 
the implications that coal min-
ing has for the environment.

“We need to research and 
develop alternative and renew-
able sources of  energy. Future 
business leaders have a huge 
role to play in making this a 
reality,” said Botha.

Explaining his vision 
behind the “dead languages 
walkway”, Botha said he had 
chosen language characters 
and extinct icons from a wide 
historical range of  human 
thought. He said while these 
languages, from N’Ko (west 
Africa) and Phags-Pa (Mongo-
lia) to Ancient Sanskrit (India), 
had passed into extinction, 

they represented a “seamless, 
and unbreakable chain of  
voices” that linked the very 
beginning of  human existence 
to the present and a distant 
future that was “yet unimagin-
able”.

Ahmed Shaikh, Regent’s 
managing director, said it was 
inspiring to consider that thou-
sands of  feet would now walk 
across this history of  human 
communication. 

He said while acceleration 
of  technological innovation 
connecting billions of  people 
worldwide was exciting, the 
dead languages walkway 
reminded us of  the peril of  
losing our humanity.

“Our obsession with smart 
devices in a chaotically con-

nected world threatens some 
of  our quintessentially human 
qualities, such as compassion, 
reflection and meaningful con-
versation,” said Shaikh.

In treading on the walkway, 
Alcock said it also sparked 
questions about what was 
happening to indigenous lan-
guages in Africa – an issue that 
lies close to his heart.

Born and bred in a mud 
hut in the deep rural Zulu 
community of  Msinga, with 
no running water, electricity 
or formal schooling, Alcock 
grew up speaking Zulu before 
English.

Made famous or notorious 
in Rian Malan’s book Resident 

Alien, Alcock has been at times 
a shebeen owner, political activ-

ist, community worker and 
African adventurer. He now 
runs a wide range of  experien-
tial marketing campaigns for 
clients such as Unilever, Par-
malat and Vodacom and has 
written two books, KasiNomics 

and Third World Child.
KasiNomics is about Third 

World economies and the 
people who inhabit them. 
The term eKasi, derived from 
lokasie, is slang for a township. 

Third World Child is a 
unique, piercing memoir about 
being truly African (albeit 
white) and bridging the divide 
between Africa’s tribal Third 
World and a fast-paced, modern 
society.

“Language and culture 
form an important part of  
all this,” said Alcock. “There 
are things – concepts – I can 
explain better in Zulu than I 
can in English. It’s a poetic lan-
guage that uses deep parables 
in expressing deeper meaning. 

“Sadly, it’s disappearing 
along with all its cultural com-
ponents. There is no prestige 
in talking Zulu anymore, at 
least not the Zulu I grew up 
speaking.”

• This story forms part of  

the Roving Reporters’ Urban 

Revival series.

Perils of losing humanity

GG Alcock and Ahmed Shaikh, far left, reckon we might never know what 
this ancient Mayan symbol, above, meant to people living 4 000 years ago. 
The Mayan language arose among about 7 million people around 2000 BC, 
ultimately spreading across what is now Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras 
and El Salvador.   Pictures: FRED KOCKOTT

LEFT: Thousands of feet shall tread on this walkway of dead languages in 
Regent Business School’s new Institute of Entrepreneurship in Durban.  
While acceleration of technological innovation connecting billions of 
people worldwide is exciting, the dead languages walkway reminds us 
of the peril of losing our humanity. In treading on the walkway, it sparks 
questions about what is happening to indigenous languages in Africa.
 Picture : JESSICA BOTHMA

As societies worldwide undergo dramatic, 
unforeseeable change, a dead languages 
walkway created in Durban has sparked debate 
about what we are depriving ourselves of in 
pursuit of progress. Fred Kockott reports

SOUTH Africa is importing 
as many as 300 000 goats a 
year from Namibia and Bot-
swana, worth R50 million when 
we could be exporting up to 
a million a year, prospective 
graduates of  Regent Busi-
ness School’s new Institute of  
Entrepreneurship were told in 
Durban this week.

This is according to GG 
Alcock, founder and chief  exec-
utive of  Minanawe Marketing, 
who was the guest speaker at 
Regent’s Masters of  Business 
Administration (MBA) open 
day on Wednesday.

Alcock said that two years 
ago, Saudi Arabia had asked 
the KwaZulu-Natal govern-
ment to supply a million goats 
a year (worth about R1.5bn to 
R2bn), yet South Africa had yet 
to export a single goat.

He said in Msinga alone 
more than 25 000 households 
collectively owned more than 

350 000 goats. “But no goats are 
sold in Msinga. Goats are invis-
ible – nobody counts them and 
nobody considers them part of  
the economy.”

Alcock said the same 
applied to the traditional medi-
cine trade (muthi), estimated 
to be worth R3bn a year (5.6 
percent of  the national health 
budget). Yet many people look 
at this trade with deep scep-
ticism, not realising its value 
in monetary and health terms.

“This massive market 
needs supply, a renewable 
supply. Commercially grow-
ing the traditional medicinal 
plants would not only conserve 
threatened species but fulfil a 
billion rand demand for health 
and cure,” said Alcock.

 Alcock argued that while 
chain store proliferation weak-
ened local economies, eroded 
community character and 
impoverished cultural life, 
Third World enterprise added 
character, something which 

marketing companies were 
only just beginning to discover.

He said a food outlet, Mpo-
pha’s Place in Alexandra town-
ship, generated as much as 
R50 000 a day selling quarter 
loafs (kotas) containing Par-
malat cheese or polony slices.

“Countrywide, the total 
market for kotas alone is worth 
R10bn a year,” said Alcock. 

“The total value of  the 
township fast-food market is 
now estimated at R80bn.”

Alcock said the fact that 
these “invisible” economies 
were thriving outside the for-
mal market was a sign that 
Third World entrepreneurship 
was playing an increasingly 
important role in a modern-
ised world. 

“There is an opportunity 
for government and business 
to support and grow these 
massive markets, be they 
goats, muthi, kota sellers or 
stokvels,” said Alcock. –  Rov-
ing Reporters

INVISIBLE ECONOMIES

Traditional medicine has a role to play in markets
FRED KOCKOTT

HOMELESS couples have 
found shelter, but not quite in 
the way one might think.

It’s in the form of  a new 
exhibition at the Amplify 
Studio gallery in Cape Town, 
which celebrates love. Titled 
To Love or Not to Love: A Street 

View, it explores and docu-
ments homeless couples and 
how they experience love in 
their daily lives.

Photographer Noncedo 
Mathibela has developed a 
documentary series, which 
opened on Thursday, as the 
gallery’s first residency exhib-
ition and first resident photog-
rapher.

Mathibela was introduced 
to the gallery a few months 
after she resigned as a photog-
rapher for a media company.

“A fellow photographer, 
Sydelle Smith, was instru-
mental in this. She shared that 
she had a contact and passed 
on the details. I was introduced 
to Todd Facemire, who was 
opening a new space, Amplify 
Studio. 

“They are a commercial 
studio and have a residency 
programme called Amplify 
Air, which aims to support 
up-and-coming photographers 
with all the tools they need; a 
fully equipped studio, equip-
ment and mentors.”

Mathibela fell in love with 
photography at an early age 
while going through her moth-

er’s photo album, back home in 
Ladysmith.

“There were stories cap-
tured in the images and that is 
what caught my eye. I wanted 
to tell stories through images. 
I was also fascinated by the 
idea of  capturing a moment 
and preserving it for as long as 
the print was alive or forever.”

Now, as the first resident 
photographer at the gallery, 
Mathibela said her favourite 
thing about To Love or Not to 

Love: A Street View was putting 
herself  into the shoes of  home-
less people.

“I worked with one of  the 
guys to create a wire sculpture. 
He thought he could only make 
cars with wire. He was sur-
prised and encouraged when 
he realised that he was able to 
make a human form.

“His friend, who is an artist, 
saw the trade that was happen-
ing and brought me his draw-
ings. Realising this made me 
think that if  we could all just 
give a bit of  time to one or two 
of  the people on the street, 
imagine the change that we 
could make.”

The documentary series 
tells the stories of  a couple 
who sells plants, another who 
make and sell beaded acces-
sories and one that works at a 
community vegetable garden. 
Mathibela says the concept 
of  the exhibition is linked to 
“baring your soul.”

“It’s a question of  who are 
you without your privileges? 

it means facing yourself  and 
asking if  you like what you see 
in the mirror,” she explained.

The theme of  the exhib-
ition, according to Mathibela, 
is “Life. Live. Time.”

“I am hoping that someone 
who sees the work leaves with 
a sense of  wonder.

“I am hoping to inspire 
people I photographed to 
imagine a different life, one 
of  possibilities. For people to 
never stop dreaming and know 
that no matter what or where 
we are in life, love is possible.”

Although, Mathibela has 
had multiple exhibitions she 
said this project was a career 
highlight.

“I found myself  in places 
that I would not necessarily go 
and talking to people I would 
not normally talk to because of  

my preconceived notions about 
street people.

“They actually turned out 
to be the most amazing people 
with a lot of  life lessons. It is 
life and the challenges that it 
brings.

“We are in an interesting 
time in which women of  colour 
are claiming space in various 
disciplines. That is inspiring. 
We can dream big and know 
that it is all possible. We do not 
need permission to ‘be’.”

Her next big project will 
be highlighting the violence 
women living on the street 
experience.

“No one pays attention to it 
because they are on the street. 
During the current project I 
was made aware of  the diffi-
culties faced by these women 
when it comes to police assist-

ance for example in relation to 
sexual violence.

“There’s a flawed sense 
that because this violence is 
inflicted on these women it 
somehow makes it acceptable. I 
find this appalling, as humans 
ought to be treated as humans 
despite their class.”

Currently Mathibela is col-
laborating with her twin sister 
on an ongoing series called 
Carbon Copy, which interro-
gates the lives of  twins, the 
myths and stereotypes.

Mathibela’s dream photo-
graphic exhibition is a trav-
elling exhibition that goes to 
schools in disadvantaged areas, 
showing children who have an 
interest in visual arts how to 
imagine a world of  infinite 
possibilities.

 andrew.robertson@inl.co.za

Photographer 
captures love  
on the streets 

Above and right: photographer Noncedo Mathibela’s images of lovers on the city streets, titled To Love or Not to 
Love: A Street View, on show at the Amplify Studio gallery.

A striking photo that draws attention to the plight of those reduced to begging in the concrete jungle, capturing 
some of the amusing irony involved in the activity.
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