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The landscape of South African protest literature is inextricably linked to the visceral and often harrowing imagery
of the Apartheid era. Among the most potent works from this period is Oswald Mbuyiseni Mtshali’'s poem, "An
Abandoned Bundle." Published in his seminal 1971 collection, Sounds of a Cowhide Drum, the poem serves as a
brutal indictment of the socio-economic conditions forced upon Black South Africans. This technical analysis
explores the poem’s linguistic mechanics, its grounding in the historical reality of White City Jabavu, and the
literary devices utilized to convey the dehumanizing effects of systemic oppression.

The Historical and Geographical Framework: White City Jabavu

To understand the technical depth of Mtshali’'s work, one must first analyze the setting. White City Jabavuis a
specific section of Soweto (South Western Townships) in Johannesburg. During the mid-20th century, this area was
characterized by extreme poverty, overcrowding, and a lack of basic infrastructure—the direct result of the Group
Areas Act and other Apartheid-era policies.

The poem functions as a piece of social realism. It does not rely on abstract metaphors to describe suffering;
instead, it utilizes the literal environment—the "rubbish heap" and the "smothering smoke"—to ground the reader in
a physical space of decay. In a technical sense, the setting acts as an active antagonist in the poem, shaping the
behaviors of both the human and animal subjects described within the verse.

Stanzaic Architecture and Technical Breakdown

Mtshali utilizes free verse, a structural choice that mirrors the chaotic and unregulated nature of life in the
townships. The absence of a formal rhyme scheme or rigid meter allows the imagery to dictate the pace of the
reader’s experience, often forcing a jarring, staccato rhythm that reflects the violence of the scene.

Stanza 1: The Atmospheric Compression

The poem opens with an atmospheric description: "The morning mist / and chimney smoke / of White City Jabavu /
flowed thick yellow / as the pus of a scabrous wound / over the houses / submerged in the pit of heavy sleep.”

Technically, Mtshali employs scatological imagery and medical metaphors. By comparing the smoke to "pus"
and the houses to a "scabrous wound," he establishes the township not as a residential area, but as a biological
entity suffering from a terminal infection. The verb "submerged" implies a lack of agency; the residents are
drowning in their environment before the day has even begun.

Stanza 2: The Introduction of Scavenging Mechanics

The second stanza introduces the predatory element: "Great big dogs / out of the night / of the city / mangy and
hungry / swarmed around / a rubbish heap / fighting for a squirming bundle."

The use of the word "swarmed" is traditionally associated with insects, suggesting a collective, mindless hunger.
The "squirming bundle” is a crucial technical choice in ambiguity. At this stage, the reader is not explicitly told what
the bundle is, though the title provides a grim foreshadowing. This delay in identification creates a narrative tension



that heightens the eventual shock.

Stanza 3: The Violent Confrontation

The imagery shifts from observation to action. The dogs are described as "tearing" and "shredding" the bundle. The
technical function of these verbs is to emphasize the physical destruction of the subject. Mtshali uses alliteration
and harsh consonantsto mimic the sounds of the struggle. When the speaker finally intervenes by throwing a
brick, the dogs disperse, revealing the horrific reality of the "bundle.”

Core Literary Mechanisms and Figurative Language

Mtshali’s technical prowess lies in his ability to subvert traditional poetic tropes to serve a political and social end.
Below is a breakdown of the primary devices used throughout the text.

Table 1: Analysis of Literary Devices in 'An Abandoned Bundle'



Device

Simile

Metaphor

Zoomorphism

Irony

Juxtaposition

Textual Example

"smoke... flowed thick
yellow as the pus of a
scabrous wound"

"The houses submerged in
the pit of heavy sleep"

The description of the dogs
"fighting" and "snarling."

"Her heart as pure as
untrampled dew."

The "rising sun" vs. the
"rubbish heap."

Technical Function

Compares industrial/
environmental pollution to
biological infection.

Describes the township as
a literal pit or grave.

Attributing human-like
desperation to animals
(and vice versa).

Juxtaposes the act of
infanticide with images of
purity and nature.

Contrasts the beauty of
nature with the filth of the
township.

The Paradox of the Mother: A Semantic Evaluation

Thematic Impact

Establishes the township
as a place of sickness and
decay.

Highlights the
hopelessness and lack of
mobility for the residents.

Reflects the
dehumanization of the
population under Apartheid.

Criticizes a society that
forces a mother to such
extremes while remaining
"innocent.”

Emphasizes the
indifference of the natural
world to human suffering.

One of the most technically complex sections of the poem occurs in the final stanzas, where the focus shifts to the
mother of the abandoned infant. Mtshali describes her leaving the scene: "Then a woman / passed by / her face a
mask / of a shredded soul / and a heart / as pure as untrampled dew / because she fulfilled / the requirements / of
the law of the survival of the fittest."

The "Mask" and "Shredded Soul"

The metaphor of the masksuggests a psychological dissociation. To survive in White City Jabavu, the individual
must detach their internal emotions from their external actions. The "shredded soul" parallels the "shredded" body
of the infant, suggesting that while the child has died physically, the mother has died spiritually.

The Irony of "Untrampled Dew"

The comparison of her heart to "untrampled dew" is a masterful use of ironic hyperbole. Dew is a symbol of
morning, freshness, and innocence. By applying this to a mother who has just abandoned her child to be eaten by
dogs, Mtshali is not necessarily attacking the woman’s character, but rather the moral vacuumcreated by the
state. In the context of the "law of the survival of the fittest,” her actions are a logical, albeit horrific, conclusion to
extreme deprivation.

Comparative Matrix: Protest Poetry vs. Social Realism

To contextualize Mtshali's work within the broader spectrum of South African literature, we can compare his
technical approach to other prominent styles of the era.

Table 2: Literary Movement Comparison



Feature Protest Poetry (e.g., Social Realism (e.g., Lyric Poetry (Traditional)

Mongane Serote) Oswald Mtshali)

Primary Goal Mobilization and political Objective documentation of Expression of personal
resistance. harsh reality. emotion or beauty.

Imagery Explosive, revolutionary, Gritty, visceral, often abject Harmonious, naturalistic,
urgent. or disgusting. rhythmic.

Tone Angry, defiant, Detached, observant, Contemplative, melodic.
confrontational. ironically clinical.

Setting The streets, the struggle, The township, the dump, The garden, the interior
the future. the immediate present. mind, the abstract.

Procedural Guide: How to Conduct a Critical Analysis of 'An Abandoned
Bundle'

For students and researchers, analyzing a poem of this technical complexity requires a structured methodology.
The following steps provide a framework for deconstructing the text.

1. Contextual Mapping: Research the specific geography mentioned (White City Jabavu). Understand the
1970s South African political climate to identify the "unspoken” factors influencing the characters.

2. Imagery Inventory: List every sensory detail. Categorize them into "Nature" (mist, sun, dew) and
"Decay" (pus, rubbish, mangy dogs). Observe how the decay imagery eventually overwhelms the natural imagery.

3. Syntactic Analysis: Examine the sentence structure. Note the use of short, punchy lines. How does the line
breaking (enjambment) affect the speed of the narrative?

4. Thematic Synthesis: Connect the imagery to broader themes of moral erosion and dehumanization. Ask:
What does the abandonment of the baby represent for the future of the nation?

5. Evaluation of Irony: Identify the tonal shifts, particularly in the final stanza. Determine if the speaker is being
literal or using sarcasm to highlight social injustice.

The Role of the Speaker: Observer vs. Participant

A critical technical element often overlooked is the role of the first-person speaker. The speaker is an observer
who attempts to intervene: "l threw a brick / they bared fangs." This interaction is significant for several reasons:

« Futility of Individual Action: The speaker’s intervention is temporary. While the dogs are scared off
momentarily, the damage to the infant is already done, and the mother is already gone. This suggests that
individual acts of charity or violence cannot fix the systemic rot of the township.

e The Witness Function: The speaker’s primary role is to bear witness. In a society that seeks to hide the
realities of the townships from the "White City" of the ruling class, the act of seeing and recording is a technical
form of resistance.

e Moral Ambiguity: The speaker does not save the baby; he merely scatters the scavengers. This mirrors the
helplessness of the Black middle class or intellectuals during the height of Apartheid.

Technical Synthesis of Scatology and Abjection

In literary theory, abjectionrefers to the human reaction to a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss
of the distinction between subject and object or between self and other. A corpse, or in this case, a "shredded



bundle," is the ultimate abject object.

Mtshali uses the abject to force a visceral reaction from the reader. By describing the infant as a "bundle" and the
smoke as "pus," he breaks down the boundaries between the human body and the environment. This technical
approach serves to show that under Apartheid, the human being is reduced to mere biological matter—waste to be
disposed of on a heap. The infant is not treated as a human with a soul, but as an organic object to be consumed
by the ecosystem of poverty.

Long-Term Impact and Broader Implications

The technical brilliance of "An Abandoned Bundle" lies in its refusal to offer a traditional "moral of the story."
Instead, it presents a clinical, almost photographic evidence of a society in collapse. The poem challenges the
reader to look at the "pus" and the "rubbish heap" without turning away.

The broader implications of this work extend into the fields of sociology and urban studies. It highlights how the
design of a city—the "White City"—can directly result in the moral and physical degradation of its inhabitants. The
poem remains a staple of South African curricula because it provides a precise, unvarnished look at the
consequences of systemic inequality. It serves as a reminder that when a society abandons its most vulnerable
members, it effectively abandons its own humanity, leaving behind nothing but a "mask of a shredded soul."

Ultimately, Mtshali’'s work is a masterclass in using social realism to achieve political ends. By focusing on the
technical details of a single, horrific scene, he manages to capture the essence of an entire era of oppression. The
poem does not need to shout for justice; it simply needs to show the "squirming bundle" on the rubbish heap, and
the injustice becomes undeniable.
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