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Abstract: The first FIFA World Cup to be held in Africa is over and despite the absence of an African team in the final it was generally viewed as a success for the continent. One of the notable aspects of the event was the sound of the vuvuzelas, the plastic horns that created as much noise as controversy at stadiums and around television sets across the world. The vuvuzelas will be remembered as a unique and defining feature of the tournament. The origin of the vuvuzela and the etymology of the word is subject to much debate. Some have claimed that the horns are a modern version of the kudu horns that were used to call villagers in various parts of southern Africa to gather. Others suggest a more recent and mundane origin as an adaptation of a metal vehicle horn. This paper explores the use and representation of the vuvuzela in the context of the African World Cup and in relation to globalization and neo-traditionalism.
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This paper originated in a guest column I was asked to write for the University of Melbourne newsletter shortly after the start of the FIFA world cup. The publicity office decided that I was their resident expert on South Africa and the football world cup. I did agree to write a short column and decided that as I was no expert on soccer I would focus on the vuvuzelas.
 

There has been quite a lot of controversy about the noise generated by the plastic horns in the local Australian media. Commentators ranging from Andrew Bolt
 to Helen Razer
 were united in their denunciation of the horns and how they were spoiling the enjoyment of the event and obliterating the diversity of the songs and chants of fans from different parts of the world. And it is true that whether you loved them or hated them, you could not ignore the vuvuzelas. At times they sounded like the hum of a busy hive of bees and at other times like a swarm of angry hornets. 

What is certain is that whatever else happened in the first African FIFA world cup tournament, the vuvuzelas will be remembered as a unique and defining feature of the event. There is something primal and awe-inspiring about the sound produced by thousands of these plastic horns blown in unison by the excited crowds filling a stadium. Depending on your frame of mind the sound can be disturbing and unsettling, like the blast of the last trumpet at the end of time itself, or it can be soothing and balancing, like the chime of a cosmic gong or the massed utterance of the sacred syllable Om.

The origin of the vuvuzela and the etymology of the word is subject to much debate. Some have claimed that the horns are a modern version of the kudu horns that were used to call villagers in various parts of southern Africa to gather for a meeting. Others suggest a more recent and mundane origin as an adaptation of a metal vehicle horn. Naturally, as a serious scholar, I turned first to Wikipedia to begin my own research on the topic. There I discovered some interesting details, including the fact that the plastic horn usually 65cm in length produces a monotone note that is typically around B flat 3 (the B flat just below middle C).

My friend George Silberbauer, who among his many other amazing accomplishments is a gifted linguist, reckons that Wikipedia's etymology looks unconvincing. He suggests looking into the Zulu ideophone. The root ‘vuvu’ expresses the concept of swelling, and he links this to the concept of 'inflation', thence to 'blowing'. Ideophones are capable of almost infinite extension and application, to form verbs, nouns, adverbs etc. It seems as if the verbal continuous extension, ‘-zela’, has been suffixed to give the sense of 'continued inflation or blowing'.
 
The Mail and Guardian reports that in August of this year the vuvuzelas won an entry in the latest edition of the Oxford Dictionary of English.
 The dictionary defines it as a long plastic instrument, in the shape of a trumpet, which makes a very loud noise when you blow it and is popular with football fans in South Africa. Unsurprisingly, "vuvuzela" was voted the word of the World Cup in a survey of global linguists. It was chosen by 75% of more than 320 linguists from more than 60 countries, who were asked to choose the word with the biggest impact on the tournament.
The semi-official line about the African origins of the horn itself follows some version of the kudu horn narrative. This is backed by the musicologist Pedro Espi-Sanchis, who claims the vuvuzela was developed from the kudu horn, traditionally used to announce a ceremony or major event.

"Then somebody thought we can use this in the stadium and started mass producing them, and suddenly there were tens of thousands of those blooming things. On television all you can hear is those rhythms mixing into a grey drone of the B-flat and that's what millions of people will be hearing during this World Cup. That is really what hurt me as a musician... that is not Africa," said Espi-Sanchis.

They were intended to scare the opposition, he says -- something likely to appeal to South Africans. South Africa coach Carlos Alberto Parreira, not surprisingly, thought vuvuzelas were a great idea. "We have to try to reinforce that advantage. We want it louder and louder."
Espi-Sanchis says that if you are standing in a trumpet group in the stadium you can hear a rhythm. So he has created four vuvuzela orchestras, three in South Africa and one, bizarrely, in Vienna.
A more compelling and, at least to me, more persuasive version of the myth of origin of the vuvuuzelas is described by Phatisani Moyo in the Mail and Guardian. He visited the popular Kaizer Chiefs supporter Freddie “Saddam” Maake, who claims to have created the instrument from a bicycle horn.
 Maake showed Moyo a photograph taken in the 1970s of him holding a long aluminium vuvuzela. “This is the father of all the vuvuzelas you see today.”

“This is my invention and it saddens me that other people are benefiting from all the suffering I have endured in popularising the vuvuzela. I was locked up for 20 minutes at the airport when I insisted on flying to Zimbabwe with my vuvuzela in 1992. I was determined to blow it as I boarded the plane, because it was the first time I flew.” 

He says the pictures may only show him with a vuvuzela as late as the 1970s, but Maake claims to have made his first horn in 1965. “I started with an old bicycle horn that used to have a black rubber. I removed the rubber and blew it with my mouth.” He pulls the old horn out of his bag to corroborate his story. Maake says he tried hard to find a manufacturer for the perfect vuvuzela. His anger about his loss in earnings is directed at one Neil van Schalkwyk, the co-owner of a sports shop in Cape Town. He accuses the 36-year-old businessman of “short changing” him after an earlier undertaking to share the proceeds.
 

But of course the story is even more complicated. First, as reported by Anne Barker, the Middle East correspondent on the ABC, there is the inevitable Israeli connection.
 Much of the global trade in vuvuzelas was apparently being filled by a two-man Israeli company, which is outselling its rivals all over the world. 

“Love 'em or hate 'em, the vuvuzela's popularity is a fascinating example of small-time entrepreneurship succeeding on a wild scale.
“As its monotonous drone reaches deafening levels among soccer fans, vuvuzela sales are skyrocketing exponentially; much of its trade is on the internet, and two Israeli computer geeks admit they're to blame for much of the world's supply.
“Eilon Arad and Oron Barbar work from a single room in a rundown hotel in a rural part of Israel. They make their living like so many entrepreneurs; trying to predict or manipulate the next big gimmick, then sitting at a computer to make it happen.”
However, this tortuous tale of invention of tradition in the globalized world of soccer in the 21st century does not stop in Israel. There is also the Chinese connection. China's state-run Global Times said nearly 90% of South Africa's vuvuzelas are produced in China. One company, the Jiying Plastic Product sold more than one million of the horns in the first four months of the year, mainly to South Africa, and the orders keep coming in. The company produces 37 types of vuvuzela, and Chinese fans and merchants are also getting into the craze. "Starting from May, we received domestic orders for about 150 000 vuvuzelas. Before that, all the vuvuzelas we produced were for export," a spokesman said.

According to Huicong Plastic, a Chinese website that provides news on the plastics industry, manufacturers in the toy-making southern province of Guangdong have made "several million" vuvuzelas.

So what does the story of the vuvuzela tell us about South Africa in the 21st Century? Most South African fans took to the vuvuzela with huge enthusiasm and blew their horns with a typically South African mixture of pride, defiance and vitality. The link between kudu horns and vuvuzelas produced in China might be tenuous but the verve with which an invented or transformed cultural element was appropriated for the African World Cup is impressive evidence of a creative engagement with tradition.
The significance for South Africa of hosting the World Cup cannot be over-estimated. The country anticipated and prepared for this event for years and with ever increasing excitement. As I sat and watched the spectacle unfold on my television screen in Melbourne, the distant sound of the vuvuzelas seemed to herald an assertiveness and a new confidence in South Africa, as the country steps forward to find its proper place in the African continent and the world.
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