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L THE LOGICAL - METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The interview was a group project in that Bafana Khwnalo and I 

were going to engage the interviewee (Bishop S.Z.Mweli) 

collectively. In a preliminary contact with the incumbent it 

was indicated that he would be fetched from his place of 

employ\ t.o an office in town where Sipho is interim pastor, 

wherein the interview would taJ::e place. Consent was sought for 

the USl~ of the tape recorder and the implications of this 

arrangemont were succinctly conveyed to the incumbent. 

We expressed an assurance for mutual confidentiality that 

should there arise a need to publish the material, the 

~~ocedures would be followed. Also the fact that a library of 

the oral collect.ion tapes would be initiated through this 

interview among several others was openly communicated. Both 

parties were obligated to the above agreement without farce on 

the suspicion from the part of the interviewee. 

SHORT BIOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE INTERVIEWEE 

Bishop Mweli was born in Pietermaritzburg in the Natal 

midlands in late 1930's. His parents were devout christians 

and tried fervently to influence his life towards the 

christian fa.ith. He quietly revolted against this orientation 

until he left home to seek for employment in town, whereupon 

he got interested and joined amateur boxing. After three or 

four fights he quit boxing to join an IMBUBE musical group, 
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specialising in ISICATHAMIYA - the music of LADYSMITH BLACK 

MAMBAZO - through township halls. 

It was d1Jring this period in the late 1950 · s that he met wi tb 

a young maiden from Hluhluwe (in what was then called Northern 

Zululo.nd). She was a member of the American Board Mission and 

was a domestic a.ssistant in one of the local suburbs. However, 

because of the conspicuous absence of her family church in 

local Black residential areas, she frequently attended 

services at on ETHIOPIAN church. 

This woman invited Bishop Mweli to attend services with her in 

exchange for her company to the music halls. He says tha.t this 

was her conviction because she strongly believed that 

christian ethics dictated the revelation of male friends; the 

latter's identity in person had to be revealed to dispel any 

p.')tent io.l misconstructions. 

The couple did not get married because she had to return to 

Hluhluwe on account of the Group Area Act. They lost contact. 

However, suffice it to say that Bishop Mweli had caught the 

fire at this ETHIOPIAN fellowship setting and he subsequently 

actively participated in the services as well as in the lay 

leadership. He remained under Rev. Mdluli's ministry until the 

schism which led to his departure was imminent. He claims that 

he left with about fifty (50) members who were not his 
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followers but who his voice of the call to open his church 

with him. The name of the church is St. Peters' Holiness 

Church of God in :3outh Africa. 

He and his family are currently resident at Mngwag..,..a (Upper 

Edendale tribal terrain), where he is pastoring a big 

eongregation of about 150 to 200 members. His r·ank as has 

earlier alluded to is BISHOP; and is the current leader in 

this :-3t. Peter's Church. 

MATERIAL CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE INTERVIEW. 

The interview took place in my church (PCSA) office in 

Longmarket Street., in town. The venue had been prepared for 

the interview and the setting was conducive for an interview 

to take place without external interferences. None the less, 

the church premises are inhabited by a caretaker who brought 

us a drink in the middle of the interview. It caused minimal 

intert'upt.ion but did not. substantively alter the process and 

content of the interview. 

In the African situation/ context people want to extend their 

hospitality to strangers or visitors irrespective of the 

formality of the occasion. This was an act of acceptance and 

goodwill from the caretaker and was construed as such. To a 

large extent, in retrospect, it further eased the emotional>> 

through which the interviewee was going in re-- the conditions 
r 

3 



which led to the schism. 

Anticipating unwarranted telephone calls, I unpegged the 

telephone to facilitate the smooth flow of the interview. It 

helped considerably and minimized further chances for 

disturbance. 

4. SOCIAL 2,TRIJCTURE OF THE INTERVIEW SITUATION 

The fact that one of the interviewers (Sipho) had previous 

oonta.ct Bishop Mweli in one church service proved to be a.n 

ally in the circumstances. It was a strong point because the 

inter·viewee had confidence in one and therefore did not see on 

as - an adversary who could perhaps sabotage his pastoral 

endeavours. There was therefore a spirit of co-operation and a 

wor·king rapport was immediately established. 

However, there was also an inherent, subtle barrier which had 

to be removed before the interview fully took root. The 

inter·viewee, because he is a charismatic well-known preacher 

of integrity, assumed that I knew more than I did about him. 

This presupposition had to be straightened to allow for more 

latent information to come forth. There was therefore what 

Thompson calls the element of social bias which in reflection 

unintended. It did not derail the ambit of the interview, 

again both the process and the content. 
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Another important consideration to make here relates to the 

issue of questions that had to be put for·ward in collecting 

the evidence, Having read certain sections of Thompson's "Oral 

History - the Voice of the Past," we preferred not to use 

•~uestionnaires because of their confined inhibitive character. 

Questions were randomly prepared but with logicality and order 

in the way they related to various aspects of the subject. 

That arrangement made the interview less structured and more 

informal. This could have been a weakness in that matters 

specjfically :related to chronology and detailed probing were 

left largely unattended. The historian has to prepare an 

interview questionnaire even though this is not handed to the 

interviewee. 

5. NON - VERBAL SIGNS 

The non - verbal signs were affirmative of the interviewee's 

statements. The --- gestures were more in congruency with the 

oral material . In other words what he was doing with his hands 

. :ind head was to emphasize a point of view which he felt was 

crucial. 

There were times, never the less, when he was not certain 

about. the precision of dates and more chronological content; 

and this was evident in his facial expression; in his 

scratching of the head as well as going round the question by 

referring to peripheral matters and then after establishing 
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symmetry he would revert to the question at hand. This in no 

way, in our view, cast aspersions around the integrity of the 

(oral) evidence presented. 

6. RESTRUCTURING OF DATA 

Bishop Mweli gave a point of view that relates to his vision 

of how the St. Peter~s Church originated. In that regard 

therefore he mentioned position of hi.s leadership standing and 

that of the entire church. We must point out though that he 

was amenable to our cross checking with other people in 

leadership about the exactitude of facts. Thus he came over to 

us as a democratic leader; a leader who is confident as far as 

lay participation in his constituency can affirm or disprove 

his statements. 

He is evidently a church leader but not from an arrogant, 

superior position that discounts collective participation. In 

several places, he alluded to the fact that he was Bishop, 

people in our view who are implicitly equivalents in terms of 

position holdings. But he was explicit in stating 

categorically that he is PRIMOS INTER PARES in that the 

constitutional structure does not allow for unilateral. family 

- based succession. There was hence a level of trust we 

adhered to the information imparted to us. 

Further more the St. Peter~s Church is all - black; and this 
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stems from the fact that it was conceived by someone black 

with black fellow - members and was primarily directed by a 

black cultural - spiritual ethos. There is no trace of racial 

bitterness regarding the past and its notorious stigma. The 

crux of matter relates mainly to the future standing of the 

church among others with a vision of --- should financea and 

the whole economy, through the RECONSTRUCTION AND DEVELOPMENT 

PROGRAMME, change for the better. 

Therefore we saw no need for restructuring of data since the 

interviewee was the founder of the church in question and not 

a member of some established structure to which he is an 

external factor. This data was both descriptive and 

explanatory, even though there were blatant. inadvertent 

inconsistencies regarding certain on - off occurrences like 

the three or four fights which he had in DURBAN and 

PIETERMARITZBURG respectively. 

7. ANY SIGNIFICANT OMISSION 

We can never be certain whether or not there were any 

conspicuous omissions from the interviewee with respect to 

material that we required. However, retrospectively, we 

realize that we could --- further on the contribution of the 

wife and children to affirming the call to leadership of 

Bishop Mweli. We could have further cross - examined him about 

contemporary concerns, focusing mainly on lay participation in 
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decision - making bodies; the standing and role of women in 

church in the area of 'Gifts' endowment as well as succession 

and the role of young people in the current state of affairs. 

Again, because of the conversational nature of the interview, 

we could have Rharply focused on the frequency of meetings of 

the whole congregation given its far -flung character and 

variable proximity. This originates from the fact that the 

Bishop mr:>:ntioned a wide regional base of the congregat,ion, s 

existence incorporating the Natal Midlands, Northern Natal, 

South Coast as well as Durban We~=;t.. Therefore we could have 

probed further about the logistics of their meeting as an 

organization outside of their congregating for purposes of 

scripture-based rituals. We feel this waG a slight omission on 

our part. 

7. CROSS - REFERENCES/ (OTHER LITERARY SOURCES) 

There was a possibility of locating in the library or from any 

other documents depository history of the St. Peter's Church. 

This is primarily because Bishop Mweli is the founder - leader 

of the church; and that there has never been any previous 

a.ttempt to put on record its life and work. Even its 

theological modus vivendi remains oblivious because of no 

exposure to prospective publicity. Therefore Bishop Mweli wa.s 

our only information source since he was part of the genesis 
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of the St. Peter ' s Church. 

This unusual phenomenon made the verification of evidence and 

its compatibility with other chronicled material sources 

virtually impossible . So that even if there is a possibility 

of disceepancy or distortion of evidence, there is no 

immediate recour·se to alternative evidence for evaluation and 

interpretation outside of oral evidence. This we recognize 

does not deny the St. Peter ' s Church the recognition of 

a.cceptability as well as their substance of history. Oral 

history is histor·y like documentary history; and therefore we 

had to evaluate the Bishop's word of mouth to discern any 

inconsistencies or corruption of evidence. 

e. OVERALL QUALITY OF INTERVIEW 

Previous acquaintance obviously enhanced congenial relations 

bet.ween the interviewers and t.he informant. As Thompson 

advocates 'less questions, more information', this was the 

case wit.h this interview. Its informa], conversational 

character favourably shaped the process to induce more 

re]evant accounts both related to our respective areas of 

research as well as beyond. 

Furthermore, material circumstances ensured that there was 

minima] interruption and this accounts largely for the success 
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of the interview - in our opinion. But on a more profound 

level, the assurance of confidentiality, interest in the 

subject as well as in the informant, sensitivity on personal 

matters given the informant's background as the product of a 

schismatic development and his openness all made the interview 

pr0ductive and fruitful. 

The franl{ response of Bishop Mweli to a directly provocative 

political question regarding the RDP gave us an impression 

that our interviewee kept abreast with current socio-political 

developments in the country. Most christians from better 

established and better resourced churches often undermine the 

political wit of many African Indigenous Churches J leaders and 

even their general analysis of other contemporary issues. 

Bishop Mweli proved many AIC critics dh,:mally wrong on the 

question of polittcal astuteness of their leadership, both lay 

and clerical. His analysis of politico-ecclesiastical 

relations are clearly articulated through certain sections of 

the interview. This development. profoundly contributed to the 

quality of the interview. 

Another factor to mention in this direction refers to the 

labour status of Bishop Mweli . He is a full-time employee of 

the Natal Provincial Administration (Engineering Section) and 

thus fully understands the intrinsic- dynamics of labour 

political activity vis- a-vis the stat.us quo structural 
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constitution and its attendant implications for marginalised 

workers in particular and the South african society in 

general. He is thlls daily exposed to and encompassed in 

processes that are either oligarchic and authoritarian or 

democratic and egalitarian. This is a factor worth pursuing 

further. 

Finally, it i3 worthy of recording the fact that there was 

virtually 45 minutes between us and the informant. This 

because of the distance between Upper Edendale (Vulindlela) 

and centre of tom1 given the scarcity of transportation 

amenities for many local rural peoples. We opted for a week

day in stead of a week-end because the latter occupies the 

Bishop~s schedule almost always. There was a severe time 

constraint therefore, and this could have slightly or grossly 

compromised the quality of the interview. Put differently, 

with more time at our disposal we could have achieved much 

more substantive information from the investigation. The 

question of time in conducting interviews obviously needs to 

be prioritized, otherwise much would be irretrievably lost 

given the nature of oral evidence and oral history. 

OVERALL CONTRIBUTION OF INTERVIEW TO HISTORICAL RESEARCH 

The contribution of the methodology of interviews is to 

challenge the intellectual power base of the conventional 

historians who see the collection of evidence as a preserve of 
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the professional. The positivist approach not only denies 

grassroots ownership of history but it fur·ther attempts to 

alienate them for their history. to illustrate ; colonialism 

and imperialist adva.nces from the West as well as the history 

of the African Independent Churches have all been primarily 

wr·itten from the perspective of the dominant groups within the 

r:,xnbit of histor·y. The interview methodology as well as the 

whole leverage of oral history seeks to challenge with a view 

to change this pattern of historical research. 

The primacy of oral evidence places the subject of research 

and oral sources of infor-mation at the mainstream of research. 

It subjectifies orality as a historical phenomenon by 

presenting history from the underside and therefore bolsters 

the level and potential for transformation. The community i3.nd 

not the academia becomes the centre of historical research and 

1·1::f lF.ction. 

Conventional history inculcates the position of the individual 

historian above ordin:1.ry people who are t.he makers of that 

very history. Oral history attempts to reverse this process 

and ensure that the makers of history retain its ownership. 
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