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The poem An Abandoned Bundle, authored by the renowned South African poet Mbuyiseni Oswald Mtshali, 

remains one of the most visceral and intellectually demanding works within the canon of South African protest 

literature. Published during the height of the Apartheid era in the seminal collection Sounds of a Cowhide Drum 

(1971), the poem serves as a brutal indictment of the socio-economic conditions forced upon Black South Africans. 

As a technical study in shock aesthetics and social realism, the poem employs a unique linguistic framework to

expose the dehumanizing effects of systemic oppression. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis

of the poem, focusing on its structural mechanics, figurative language, and historical context, while addressing the

specific requirements for Grade 12 Senior Certificate Examinations.

The Theoretical Framework: Social Realism and Shock Aesthetics

To understand the technical construction of An Abandoned Bundle, one must first identify the literary movement it 

occupies. Mtshali utilizes social realism—a style that depicts the everyday struggles of the working class or the 

marginalized with uncompromising honesty. In the context of South African literature, this often overlaps with 

protest poetry, designed to elicit a visceral reaction from the reader to catalyze social change.

The Concept of the 'Urban Grotesque'

Mtshali introduces what critics call the Urban Grotesque. By comparing the atmospheric conditions of White City 

Jabavu (a section of Soweto) to biological decay, the poet collapses the boundary between the environment and a 

diseased body. This is not merely descriptive; it is a calculated literary mechanism used to represent a society that 

is literally and figuratively rotting from the inside due to the Apartheid system's legal and social structures.

Detailed Stanza-by-Stanza Technical Breakdown

The poem is composed of five stanzas with irregular line lengths, reflecting the chaotic and unpredictable nature of

the township environment. Below is a detailed analysis of the procedural development of the poem's narrative.

Stanza 1: Atmospheric Setting and Olfactory Imagery

The opening stanza establishes the chronotope(the intersection of time and space). The poem begins at dawn,

but instead of the traditional poetic trope of a beautiful sunrise, the reader is met with "morning mist and chimney

smoke."

•  Technical Mechanic: The poet uses a simile to compare the mixture of mist and smoke to "pus oozing from a 

gigantic sore." This choice of vocabulary triggers an immediate physiological response of disgust (abjection).

•  Geographic Specificity: White City Jabavu is mentioned specifically to ground the poem in a real-world 

location, reinforcing its status as a documentary-style critique of 1970s Soweto.

•  Smothering Effect: The line "It smothered our little houses like fish caught in a net" utilizes another simile to 

convey a sense of entrapment and breathlessness, mirroring the suffocating nature of the Group Areas Act and 

other restrictive legislation.



Stanza 2: The Scavengers and Animalistic Dehumanization

The second stanza transitions from the environment to the inhabitants of the rubbish dump. The focus shifts to

"scavenging dogs" that are "draped in red."

•  Visual Symbolism: The "red" drapery is a metaphorical representation of blood. The dogs are not merely 

animals; they are symbols of the predatory nature of survival in a resource-deprived environment.

•  Kinetic Imagery: The dogs are described as "fighting over a baby." The juxtaposition of a "baby" with the word 

"scavenging" creates a jarring contrast that highlights the loss of human sanctity.

Stanza 3: The Speaker’s Intervention and Moral Ambiguity

The speaker enters the narrative in the third stanza, attempting to intervene by throwing a brick at the dogs. This 

action is significant for understanding the narrative perspective.

•  Speaker Identity: The speaker is a resident of the settlement, an observer who is part of the "we" mentioned 

in the first stanza ("our little houses"). This provides an autodiegetic perspective—the narrator is a character within 

the world of the poem.

•  The Brick: The act of throwing a brick is a futile gesture against the larger systemic decay, yet it represents 

the remnants of human conscience within a brutalized society.

Stanza 4: The Discovery and the 'Bundle'

Stanza 4 reveals the object of the dogs' attention. The "bundle" mentioned in the title is finally identified as an infant.

•  Irony and Allusion: The poet describes the infant as having "shining teeth" and being a "melted lead" weight. 

Most importantly, the poet makes a startling comparison to Baby Jesus. This is a blasphemous irony; it suggests 

that in the hell of Jabavu, there is no room for a savior, and the birth of a child is met not with wise men and gifts, 

but with dogs and dirt.

Stanza 5: The Mother and the Cycle of Desperation

The final stanza focuses on the mother, who is seen "flickering" away like a shadow. Her portrayal is not one of

villainy, but of profound, desperate exhaustion.

•  Psychological Mechanism: The mother is described as having "purged" herself of her "burden." This choice of 

words suggests that the baby was not a gift but a weight that threatened her own survival.

•  The Final Image: The mother's departure "into the heart of the city" symbolizes the anonymity and coldness 

of the urban machine that necessitates such abandonment.

Technical Comparison: Figures of Speech and Their Functions

The following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of the primary figures of speech used in the poem and their

specific rhetorical functions within the text.



Figure of Speech Example from Text Technical Function Impact on Reader

Simile "flowed thick yellow as pus" Compares environmental 
pollution to bodily infection.

Creates a sense of 
physical illness and social 
decay.

Simile "smothered our little 
houses like fish caught in a 
net"

Compares residents to 
trapped, helpless animals.

Highlights the lack of 
freedom and agency under 
Apartheid.

Metaphor "scavenging dogs draped 
in red"

Metaphorically describes 
the dogs as being covered 
in blood.

Reinforces the theme of 
violence and predatory 
survival.

Irony "Oh! Baby Jesus of Jabavu" Juxtaposes the holy infant 
with a discarded township 
baby.

Critiques religious 
indifference and highlights 
local suffering.

Personification "mist and chimney smoke... 
flowed... oozing"

Gives the environment an 
active, malevolent agency.

Suggests that the 
environment itself is hostile 
to human life.

The Socio-Political Context: Apartheid South Africa

To fully analyze An Abandoned Bundle, one must integrate an understanding of the political economy of South 

Africa in the 1970s. The township of White City Jabavuwas a product of forced removals and racial segregation.

The "mist" and "smoke" are not just weather patterns; they are the result of poor infrastructure, where residents

relied on coal fires for heating and cooking, leading to heavy smog and respiratory issues.

The Burden of the Mother

The mother’s abandonment of the child must be viewed through the lens of the Pass Laws and the Migrant Labor 

System. In many cases, women in townships faced extreme poverty, lack of child care, and the constant threat of

deportation to "homelands." The poem argues that the "sin" of abandonment lies not with the mother, but with the

state that created the conditions of her desperation.

Examination Guide: Common Questions and Technical Answers

For students and educators focusing on the National Senior Certificate (NSC) or IEBcurriculum, certain

questions recur in assessments. Below is a guide to answering these based on technical evidence from the text.

Question 1: Explain the effectiveness of the title.

Answer: The title is effective because of its ambiguity and objectification. A "bundle" usually refers to an

inanimate object, such as laundry or trash. By referring to a human infant as a "bundle," Mtshali highlights how

poverty dehumanizes individuals. The word "abandoned" immediately sets a tone of neglect and isolation,

preparing the reader for the tragedy that follows.

Question 2: Discuss the imagery in the first stanza.

Answer: The imagery is primarily olfactory and visual, focusing on morbid pathology. By using terms like "pus" 

and "sore," the poet suggests that the township is a wound on the earth. This imagery establishes the theme of 

social infection, suggesting that the Apartheid system is a disease that affects every aspect of the environment.



Question 3: What is the significance of the dogs in the poem?

Answer: The dogs function as a symbol of lawlessnessand the breakdown of social order. Their behavior—

ripping apart a human infant—mirrors the violence of the state. They represent a world where the most vulnerable

(the infant) are preyed upon by those slightly higher in the hierarchy of survival. Their "red" coats emphasize the

gore and the loss of life.

Comparative Matrix: Poem vs. Historical Reality

The following table compares specific elements of the poem with the historical and social realities of 1970s South

Africa.



Poetic Element Literary Representation Historical/Technical Reality

White City Jabavu A place of mist, smoke, and sores. A real Soweto township characterized 
by overcrowding and poverty.

The Mother A flickering shadow "purging" a 
burden.

Represents women struggling under 
the burden of Apartheid labor laws.

The Scavenging Dogs Predators in a dump. Symbolize the desperate competition 
for resources in townships.

The Chimney Smoke Yellow, thick, and suffocating. A result of the lack of electricity in 
Black residential areas 
(environmental racism).

Procedural Analysis: How to Evaluate the Poem's Tone

1.  Identify the Diction: Look for words with negative connotations (e.g., "oozing," "smothered," "scavenging," 

"mutilated").

2.  Analyze the Shift: Note the shift from the macro-environment (the township) to the micro-event (the dogs and 

the baby).

3.  Determine the Speaker’s Attitude: The speaker’s tone is detached yet clinical. By describing the horrific 

scene without excessive emotional language, the poet allows the facts to speak for themselves, which often has a 

more powerful impact on the reader.

4.  Synthesize the Message: Connect the tone to the theme. The detached tone reflects the desensitization that 

occurs in environments of constant violence and poverty.

Technical Failure Modes in Interpretation

When analyzing An Abandoned Bundle, readers often fall into specific interpretative traps. It is essential to avoid

these to maintain a high level of technical accuracy:

•  The Moralistic Trap: Blaming the mother for her actions. Technical analysis shows that the poet uses the 

mother as a symbol of systemic failure, not personal moral failing.

•  The Literal Trap: Viewing the poem only as a story about dogs. The dogs are a metaphorical vehicle for 

discussing human cruelty and social neglect.

•  The Aesthetic Trap: Ignoring the political context. Without acknowledging Apartheid, the poem loses its 

primary functional purpose as a work of protest.

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of Mtshali's Work

Mbuyiseni Oswald Mtshali’s An Abandoned Bundle is more than a poem; it is a socio-technical artifact of a 

specific era in human history. Through the use of aggressive imagery and a rejection of traditional poetic beauty, 

Mtshali forces the reader to confront the "gigantic sore" of social injustice. The poem’s technical mastery lies in its 

ability to balance raw emotion with structured imagery, ensuring that the "abandoned bundle" remains an

unforgettable symbol of the cost of systemic oppression.

As an educational tool, the poem continues to challenge students to look beyond the surface of the text and 

engage with the complex intersections of poverty, race, and religion. Its inclusion in international and local

curricula is a testament to its universal power and its specific historical importance. By deconstructing the poem



through the lenses provided in this analysis, one gains not only a better understanding of South African literature

but also a deeper insight into the capacity of language to document and challenge the darkest aspects of the

human condition.
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