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DATE:  2014-12-11 

PROGRAM NAME: WOMANITY – WOMEN IN UNITY  

GUEST NAME: MS. ZOLANI  MAHOLA 

SPEAKER TRANSCRIPTION 

DR. MALKA 
(INTRODUCTION) 

 

Hello, I’m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity – Women in 
unity’. The show that celebrates prominent and ordinary African women’s 
milestone achievements in their struggles for liberation, self-emancipation, 
human rights, democracy, racism, socio-economic class division and gender 
based violence.  

DR. MALKA 
(GUEST SYNOPSIS) 

Joining us in the studio today is Zolani Mahola, lead singer of Freshlyground. 
Welcome to the show. 

MS. MAHOLA Thank you very much. Good to be with you, Doc. 

DR. MALKA It's a pleasure to have you here. Zolani, you are a singer, an actress and since 
2002, you've been the lead singer of the South African music group 
Freshlyground, which you and six other musicians formed in Cape Town, 
South Africa. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. That's right. 

DR. MALKA And just to give listeners some background, I'm just going to go through some 
of the chronology of your history and achievements. 

MS. MAHOLA Okay. 

DR. MALKA After Freshlyground published their second album, Nomvula in 2004, the 
Sunday Times described you as one of South Africa's best and most inspiring 
young singers. In 2006, you travelled to Cape Town and Durban with the 
legendary English pop singer, Robbie Williams. In 2009 you sang on the 
Parlotones third studio album, Stardust Galaxies and at the 2010 FIFA World 
Cup, you together  with Freshlyground and Shakira performed Waka Waka, 
this time for Africa, in both the opening and closing ceremonies and I'd like to 
remind our listeners that Waka Waka, this time for Africa was the official song 
of FIFA World Cup South Africa in 2010.Then in 2011 at the Glamour 
Women of the Year Awards in Johannesburg you were among eight women 
honoured by the South African division of Glamour and Glamour declared 
both yourself as well as  your band mate, Kyla Rose Smith, the Icons of South 
African Women in 2011 and finally to add to your accolades, in 2012 you 
received South Africa's most influential Women Award. Congratulations. 

MS. MAHOLA Thank you very much. It sounds very impressive when you read it out like 
that. 

DR. MALKA It is, they're achievements to be proud of. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. Thank you. 

DR. MALKA Now, I'll also just relate some of the components in terms of your history and 
your achievements. Can you please share with us a few of the landmarks in 
your career, up till now, and what impacted on you the most. 

MS. MAHOLA There have been a few landmarks, I mean of which was certainly meeting 
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the founding member of Freshlyground, Erin Turest-Swartz, who was the 
very first guy who ever said to another guy, let's get together and let's 
start making some music and they were doing kind of variorum sweet 
instrumental songs in Cape Town, downtown Cape Town and he met me, 
while we were both studying at University of Cape Town. I was studying a 
B.A. in Theatre Performance and he saw me singing in a play and he 
invited me to come and see their band and I did and he called me up onto 
the stage to come and improvise and I did and the rest is history. So for 
me that is quite a huge landmark, just that, just how a random meeting 
may be. 

DR.  MALKA Well that launched that into your career. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA And what would the term be, serendipitous? 

MS. MAHOLA Serendipitous. Exactly. Exactly and there has been so many of those and I 
am definitely one who would pay attention to serendipitous moments you 
know. Another landmark for us came much later in our career, being on 
stage with Stevie Wonder, who's my ultimate, ultimate legend. That was at 
Radio City Music Hall in New York and that was a 46664 Madiba  Day  
performance and we were on stage with him, singing, Happy birthday and 
it was just ... 

DR. MALKA And that's his iconic track. 

MS. MAHOLA Ooh my goodness, it was just tremendous, so that's a huge, huge moment 
for me. Another one was maybe, come earlier on in my career, the 
moment when we first started, not only did we do gigs outside of Cape 
Town, not only outside of across borders, you know, yes, actually, yes 
exactly that going across borders, starting to play in Botswana, starting to 
play in Zimbabwe, Zambia, you know, starting to play on our continent. 

DR. MALKA So you developed regional exposure and a regional following. 

MS. MAHOLA Exactly and realising that people already knew the music, you know, in all 
of these countries that we landed and people sort of so excited to see us 
and they knew, it was just, that was just a huge landmark for me and I 
think for any musician to be able to be successful on their continent, is 
incredible and then, of course leaving the continent and going to either 
your Asias and Europe and Americas. There have been some wonderful 
moments. 

DR. MALKA And with your career, it's been a tremendous growth, going from local, Cape 
Town, then moving on a national level, expanding on a regional level into the 
rest of the countries in Africa and then going into that global picture and to 
Europe and America. 

MS. MAHOLA Ja. 

DR. MALKA Great travel stories, I'm sure. 

MS. MAHOLA There are some travel stories. Some of them not to be aired on radio. 

DR. MALKA Music has always been a huge inspiration to people and occasionally, it's been 
exploited, to influence political as well as social agendas around the world. 
How do you see the world of musicians in that regard? 
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MS. MAHOLA I always find this a little bit of tricky territory, in that, I think that music, 
I don't feel music should be used as a mouthpiece, you know, for any 
specific agenda, I don't really. I feel like it can so often feel forced. I think 
if music, if it can follow that it becomes, you know, that particular song or 
it can become a symbol, or the sound of a particular movement, then it 
feels more authentic but sometimes it falls flat, you know, if you create it 
for a specific thing. You know with that said as well, I've, I think all of 
musicians, artists, people generally, I feel that we are here to be mirrors to 
each other, I think. 

DR. MALKA We are very context relevant, in terms of what's happening in society, 
whatever  the movement is of the time, to be relevant to yourselves but also to 
what's happening socially. 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, completely and I think we're constantly responding as human beings 
and certainly as artists. So I've always find that I'm writing from, I do 
write from a kind of a cultural or socio-political perspective, especially the 
one that I've grown up in. So I have found and you will find that in a lot of 
our music that that's, there is that voice and there is that element and that 
element is, you know, whether it's a light criticism of government or it's 
talking about relationships between men and women. There is always that 
thread in the music but I think what I always kind of baulk at is a kind of 
an issues driven kind of approach to writing songs and writing music, 
because, as I said before, I do sometimes feel that that falls flat and can 
feel false. 

DR.  MALKA False almost commercialised and  lacking the authenticity because it's so 
scripted on the issues. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. Yes. 

DR. MALKA And you mentioned earlier, the performance with Stevie Wonder. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA At the 46664 concert. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA That is also in essence a political and social agenda or platform. 

MS. MAHOLA I supposte everything is. At the end of the day, you can or I don't know, I 
mean, I suppose it is, I mean as academics you would look at it like that. 

DR. MALKA Well, I think the entire thing started with Nelson Mandela concerts going 
through from when he was in prison. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA And then evolving to him coming out of prison, to be  I suppose in the 
beginning it was more about, looking at it from an activism point of view. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA And it's  evolved to be very celebratory. 
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MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA Of his life and his achievements. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

AD BREAK 
DR.  MALKA Now picking up our discussion, building on female leadership capacity, that 

for me is a really important issue and I believe that it's very important for the 
future of women to our country and given your exposure, in your platform, 
you've become a role model to many South African women and other women 
across the continent and even on a global level when we talk about the 
exposure that you've achieved. How do you see female leadership in South 
Africa? 

MS. MAHOLA There could definitely be more of it, publicly. Ya there are very few kind 
of role models that I can think of, certainly, politically. 

DR. MALKA And within the music and art space? 

MS. MAHOLA In the music and art space, I don't know if there is much leadership in 
general, for the music and the arts space. I mean, I think, I feel that there 
is equal opportunity. 

DR. MALKA That's a good sign. 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, there's definitely equal opportunity. I don't feel like the music sphere 
is male dominated. I do feel like it's an equal space. 

DR. MALKA Well, it's a positive story to tell. 

MS. MAHOLA Yeah, yeah. 

DR. MALKA The juggle between career and motherhood has always been a controversial 
issue for women. You're a young mother and you do an extensive amount of 
travelling, how do you see the balance? 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, exactly, this is a balance that all mothers, I think need to strike, 
especially if they're working. It can be tough, you know. I wonder if it isn't 
the same for all parents, I mean, you know, I don't know, I know that for 
my husband, it's incredibly hard for him to be away, you know, from his 
child, and I kind of feel like it's the same, certainly in our relationship. In 
terms of a balance, gosh, I don't know, I mean I think, human beings, we 
do our best, everyone does their best somehow. I've been speaking to a lot 
of, I've been encountering a lot of nannies recently, a lot of caregivers, you 
know, carers for other people's children and speaking to them about their 
own children and their struggles, the balance is totally not in their favour, 
for sure. You know, I mean,  I've spoken to young ladies, with children as 
young as three months, you know who have to leave their homes at five in 
the morning, you know, in order to travel to town to get there at eight 
o'clock to raise somebody else's child, you know, and will see their own 
child at eight o'clock that night, you know, just like absolutely horrendous 
stories, I'm very glad I'm not in that position. 

DR. MALKA And the juggle within the music industry, because you do a lot of, a lot, a lot of 
travelling in that environment, how you're finding that type of balance, does 
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your son come with you or does he stay behind? 
MS. MAHOLA Yeah, you know, this life is, it's a hard life and what makes it very hard is, 

one of the things that makes it very hard is that there is a lot of travel, 
hard travel, often. I think unless you are, a triple Platinum, whatever, 
award winning artist in America, you know, elsewhere, you know, if you 
sell millions and millions of records, you can then, kind of be able to 
dictate much more, you can be much more comfortable, yes, you have 
much more power. 

DR. MALKA And I suppose you can afford an entourage of ... 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, of course. 

DR. MALKA ... of support. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, definitely, definitely, whereas for us normal musicians, I am afraid 
it's a lot of you know, getting in, getting on a plane, getting off a plane, 
onto a bus, you know to the hotel, drop your things off, get to the sound 
check and I have done that with a baby, I have done it with him but I have 
found it, I just I don't know if it's enough you know, if it's enough, if it's 
fair enough actually on him, the time that he spends with me, sometimes I 
feel that the quality is not, maybe it's better to leave him at home. So I 
leave him at home sometimes and he's with his father and with his nanny, 
who he loves very much, ja, or he's with me on the road. 

DR. MALKA So it's important to have support systems, either way. 

MS. MAHOLA Definitely. 

DR. MALKA To balance to look after him, to look after yourself. 

MS. MAHOLA Absolutely with every parent, and that way, it's not different. 

DR. MALKA Now, along the years, as we spoke earlier, you've become a role model for 
many youngsters and particularly people who had grown up on your music. 
Can you expand on your decision to study drama at University of Cape Town. 
I know that was where you were “found” and I think that's a significant point, 
but one from a point of view that that was your platform your launch pad of 
being found and discovered at UCT, studying drama but from a point of view, 
on an education level, because I think, a lot of young girls they come to a point 
in their life, at crossroads, where they're making that decision, should they 
study, should they continue to study and they're also not really certain about 
the role of education in their life. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA So can you expand on your decision for studying drama? 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. I knew that I had to study further. I didn't necessarily know exactly 
what I wanted to study, but I knew there was much more to discover and I 
mean, I've always loved, I've loved the act of learning, you know. I wasn't 
necessarily a great student, I'm not saying I was, but I do love learning 
and so I knew that I wanted to go and further my studies and I'm so very 
glad that I did because not only was I so called “discovered” and joined 
the band but it really opened up my mind and my whole world, really, to 
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other people, other cultures, you know, it really gave me such a broad 
perspective of not only myself, kind of facing the rest of the world, but also 
of the world also, how the world sees me as well, might see me and I would 
not trade the time that I spent at university for anything. I would 
encourage everybody, if you can, to study, further for sure. 

DR. MALKA I think you've raised a really important point here because quite often when 
people think about attending university, they think about the component, 
getting the degree at the end, getting the education and knowledge just that 
form of learning but what you've specified is and that's the whole wealth of 
experience, personal expansion. 

MS. MAHOLA Completely. 

DR. MALKA And that, I think is sometimes not always talked about ... 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, yes, no I learnt a lot about myself in those years at university. 

DR. MALKA And tremendous exposure to other people and cultures, really, its a mental 
expansion, in every sense of the word completely. 

MS. MAHOLA I mean, for me, I think, probably very many people have the same feeling 
but I had to get out of my town, you know I had to get out, I had to go and 
see the world for myself and ... 

DR. MALKA It’s almost a right of passage. 

MS. MAHOLA It is a right of passage, as you know I worked hard in my last year because 
my parents are, I mean, my father, he is not rich, you know. I didn't come 
from a wealthy family at all, so I had to get a bursary, I had to apply for 
funding, you know I had to, so I get a bursary and I also got you know a 
loan from the university and ... 

DR. MALKA Well, I think that makes you appreciate the value of studying more when  you 
do it on your own. 

MS. MAHOLA Absolutely. Exactly, it made me completely appreciate, I loved my 
learning, I loved my years at varsity. 

DR.MALKA And with that you've grown on, not only with the music industry and having 
your musical talents, but you also do a certain amount of acting too. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, yes so  in fact, that was actually my first breakthrough, was through 
the acting before the singing. I had joined the band, Freshlyground, but I 
don't believe we had a name then but I did a wonderful show, called Cha 
Cha and it was based on the Eastern Cape and it was centred around four 
characters. They dealt with a whole lot of different challenges, you know, 
HIV came up, you know, and a lot of self-esteem issues came up. There 
was a whole lot of things that in the end were motivational without it being 
too in your face, kind of, without it being, feeling like it was preachy at all, 
in any way. 

DR. MALKA So it came across as realistic. 

MS. MAHOLA It came across very, very realistically and they really developed the 
characters quite well and my character in particular, was a very strong 
township girl, kind of, had made her mistakes, she had a kid when she was 
very young but now was kind of, started seeing this young guy and kind of 
doesn't take any nonsense from him, while having a very soft spot for him, 
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which I think was an interesting character, I think for township girls, 
because, you know, a lot of the time, you feel that there is not enough 
romance, you know, a lot of the time, and I know that from my experience 
in growing up in townships, interactions with boys can be, not a bullying 
aspect, but you know, you sort of an inferior aspect, you know being a girl, 
you're not seen as being, you are not valued as much as you are so there 
can be quite uncomfortable relations, I find with men and with boys in 
townships, or I had anyway or it can just be sexual you know and within 
that sexuality there is not necessarily that much in it for the girl other 
than validation. 

DR.  MALKA And that goes back to the whole issue of patriarchy on how women are treated,  
how we grow up, how we form our mental modes of ourselves where we fit 
into society. 

MS. MAHOLA Oh, yes. 

DR. MALKA And also a very important element there is about the mirror image, how do 
men perceive women and that dynamic. So the show that you did was really 
topical. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, it was very topical. I think it provided quite good role models, 
without, I say again, without it being shoved in your face, you know. I 
thought it was very well done, very well shot and very realistic. 

AD BREAK 
DR. MALKA Now picking up on our discussion, we've spoken on the musical level, we've 

spoken about your acting career. 
MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA What would be your advice to all the girls, that want to follow in your 
footsteps, and to enter into, either the music business or the acting fraternity 
and do you think there is a right age for it? 

MS. MAHOLA I don't think there's a right age for it. For me, you know, I've been 
somebody in my life that at a certain point in my life, I just decided to say, 
yes, you know, to opportunities that presented themselves to me. 

DR. MALKA So having a positive mind-set. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, a positive mind-set, also, kind of listening to yourself, ja doing a lot of 
listening to yourself and kind of ... 

DR. MALKA Self-reflection. 

MS. MAHOLA Self-reflection, that comes with, you need to value yourself, you know, and  
it's very hard in our society to do that, especially, I go back to township 
culture here in South Africa, maybe in other places in Africa but, you 
know, one example, is something that I still struggle with, is that men and 
boys still call women, girls, you know what I mean, that kid, I still hear 
that in the street, you know some twenty year old or fifteen year old boy, 
calling me a child, you know what I mean, no ... 

DR. MALKA It's derogatory. 

MS. MAHOLA It's derogatory but it's, you know, people don't even notice it, you know, 
it's so, it's cultural, but it's so offensive, I find and I always put people to 
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task. I always say to the men, excuse me, what did you call me, am I a 
child to you and they immediately double back, or you know, I didn't 
mean it like that, what, what, you know. So at some level, I think, the 
people, they are aware. 

DR. MALKA It's a learning and almost having to rewire aspects of society. 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, definitely. So back to what I would say to young girls, I would say, 
find, listen to yourself, you know, take time to be with yourself and find 
that thing that makes you, you and not only be positive about life, but be 
positive that life is going to go your way, actually. I think that's something 
that a lot of successful people have in common, is that they believe they 
can do things, you know, they believe that the world is their oyster. 

DR. MALKA They take charge of their destiny. 

MS. MAHOLA They take charge of their destiny. That's right. That's right. They take 
charge of their destiny, that's right, and that's not someone that you one 
day going to decide, I'm going to take charge and then that's it, you know. 
You are the supremely confident person, of course, you're going to fall 
and forget that or you know, get depressed by circumstances in life, but 
you just got to keep reminding yourself and keep it at the front of your 
brain that, not only can you do it, but you will. 

DR. MALKA So your points of advice, in particular? 
 

MS. MAHOLA My points of advice in particular, are to be yourself, find out who that 
person is, continually find out who that person is, because that's the other 
thing that you can't base yourself on somebody else, it's impossible. What 
we need to see is your own unique flavour, your own, everybody's 
different, every single person on this planet is different, as many people as 
there are and I think what makes people successful is that they're able to 
bring that thing out and to show the rest of the world, that thing that 
makes them, them and that nobody else has. And so make your way 
towards that, make your way towards yourself and show us yourself. 

DR. MALKA And your uniqueness. 

MS. MAHOLA Absolutely. Absolutely. 

DR. MALKA I would like to ask you a question that I pose to all my guests, every August, in 
South Africa, we celebrate Women's Month and the years that women 
struggled, reflecting on the progress that women have achieved. In your 
opinion, which areas do you think that we need to build on for women going 
into the future? 

MS.  MAHOLA For women, my goodness, I think every child needs to be made to feel 
special and every child needs to be empowered and every child needs to 
feel that they are loved and they can make mistakes and they will still be 
appreciated and loved. I think that that's where it all starts. I think that's 
where we build people who are strong and can stand up for themselves 
and who can speak up for themselves and for others and I think, 
unfortunately, that is not happening for so many children. 

DR. MALKA So it starts right at the beginning, it starts with building self-confidence and 
nurturing people and almost going back to right at the beginning of the 
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conversation we were talking about the support systems and having that 
support structure in place for them to grow and grow into. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, yes. I also find that a lot of the time, the other thing that I really 
didn't appreciate growing up and that I still see around me today, it's just 
this thing of being shut down, you know, I feel like we’re constantly told to 
shut up and to kind of,  just maybe be seen and not heard. I think, as 
children and as young people and I think that that really does something 
to, exactly, to your confidence, your self-confidence. It really hinders you 
being able to fully be yourself, you know, contribute towards society and I 
would really encourage our people to stop doing that. I really would 
because that is the only way that we are actually going to be able to stand 
on our own two feet in this country, on this continent, you know, and meet 
other people, kind of, eye to eye. 

DR. MALKA  I think this comes from an education point of view, and as you mentioned 
attending university and how that experience opened you towards different 
cultures. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes. 

DR. MALKA And at the same time that also goes to our primary and secondary levels of 
education. 

MS. MAHOLA Completely. 

DR. MALKA To groom people up. 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, I mean, I find that that kind of shutting down, you know, approach to 
children, happens at schools a lot, you know, especially in township 
schools, I find that, I don't know, I shudder, sometimes when I think that 
you know people are not really allowed to be creative or allowed to be 
themselves fully and I think that that's a mistake. 

DR. MALKA Well, hopefully it's a development in process that will change as we move to 
the future. 

MS. MAHOLA I think it is changing now. I'm hoping it will change more and more. 

AD BREAK 
DR. MALKA Now, returning back to your career, we've spoken about the past. Now looking 

forwards into your future, are there any particular milestones that you want to 
accomplish in your career and what can we expect from you in the future? 

MS. MAHOLA In my career I would, you know, the older I get the more, it's funny that 
you started this with, my achievements, but I think that you never reach 
the top of a mountain you know, there's always more and I think the older 
that I get the more I question whether I have made an impact really and is 
it the kind of impact that I want to make in my world, is it the kind of 
thing that my kids, you know, my grandkids are going to feel proud of. I 
am just living for myself, you know, so I don't know, these are questions 
that are ongoing. I think that I would like to make more of a meaningful 
difference in my community. 

DR. MALKA So you almost use music as a platform to launch social aspects? 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, kind of more directly and I'm entering towards that. I am entering 
towards that, I'm working towards that and then of course,  also of course, 
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I would like to leave behind, you know a body of work, you know, that is 
... 

DR. MALKA Your legacy. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, completely. So I'm working with different artists and I'm doing 
different projects and I'm flexing the muscles that I was given and I'm 
kind of creating new ones. 

DR. MALKA I think that's important to use the talents that you have, to invest them to their 
full potential. 

MS. MAHOLA Yes, completely. 

DR. MALKA Now, in closing the show, can you please share a few words of inspiration that 
you'd like to pass on to young girls who are listening to the show, across the 
continent? 

MS. MAHOLA Ja, I think to young girls I would say, it's not easy, it's not easy, 
particularly if you are a young black girl in a poor environment.  Even if 
you're a young white African girl, whatever, in a poor environment, often 
there is so much that is against you, you know, you don't necessarily get 
the right support from people maybe within your family or within the 
area that you live. I think it's important to get closer to the people, who 
really give you care, you know, close to the people who want to see you 
succeed, to people who do not hurt you and I think that, and ja, and make 
yourself strong in that way and also realise that there is a lot of strength 
within you, no matter what has happened in your past, no matter what 
you've gone through, you as an individual, you are strong and there is 
power to draw from within yourself and also from the world itself and 
just, it sounds, so clichéd but, don't give up, don't give up because 
actually, we need you and we need your voice and we need you, we need to 
see you in the world, you know. As I said before everybody is unique and 
that includes you. So we need you, stand up. 

DR. MALKA Thank you for sharing those words of encouragement. I think they are a really 
strong, positive message to convey to everybody. 

MS. MAHOLA Thank you very much for having me. 

DR. MALKA It's been such a pleasure having you here and we'd love to hear more about you 
in the future, with the future developments, both for yourself as well as with 
Freshlyground. 

END  PROGRAM 
 

 


