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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores the transformative potential of intsomi; Xhosa/Nguni oral
storytelling conventions, as a decolonial tool for autoethnographic playmaking, initiating an
Afrikan womanist dialogue that reclaims Xhosa and Nguni women’s agency in post-colonial
South African theatre. Anchored by the research question, How did I deploy the conventions of
intsomi towards autoethnographic playmaking to initiate an Afrikan womanist dialogue?, the
study centres on the creation, performance, and analysis of Umkhangeli Ongenagama, staged
on October 20, 2023, at the Mezzanine Theatre within Wits Theatre. This production serves as
a living archive, where the mythological wilderness of endle becomes a potent metaphor for
the liminal positionalities of Black women navigating the intersections of tradition and

modernity, heritage and dislocation, life and death in a post-apartheid context.

Drawing on Afroscenology (Ravengai, 2024) and Afrikan womanism (Ogunyemi, 1996), the

play integrates seven intsomi conventions;

isangqa (circle), impepho (ritual sage), Umakhulu (grandmother), ingoma (call-and-response
song), umnombo (context), umlinganiso (embodiment), and isiko

lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas).

These conventions weave a narrative that subverts Western theatrical norms, such as the
proscenium arch, linear narratives, silent curtain-rises, and capitalist production etiquette.
These conventions, rooted in African epistemologies, foster a centrifugal aesthetic that radiates
communal truth, rejecting the hierarchical, commodified structures of Western theatre
(Ravengai, 2020). For instance, isangqa transforms the audience into co-creators, as seen when
spectators joined performers in chanting “Camagu” during the opening ritual, dissolving the

fourth wall and embodying communal harmony (Ukala, 2001).

The methodology unfolds across three phases: development, performance, and analysis. In
development, workshops with cast members from Gauteng, Western Cape, KwaZulu-Natal,
and the Eastern Cape shaped umnombo through authentic stories of loss, resilience, and
gendered struggles, such as a performer’s narrative of her mother’s survival during apartheid’s
forced removals, embedding collective narratives into the play’s fabric (Magoqwana &
Adesina, 2020). Performance transformed the Mezzanine into a ritual space,

with ingoma chants like “Ndawe” eliciting participatory responses, evidenced by spectators’



spontaneous ululations (Ajumeze, 2014). Analysis revealed umlinganiso’s embodied truths,
such as Khazimla’s cry, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!”, which fused performer and spirit,
rejecting Western pretence for ancestral authenticity (Mutwa, 2016). Autoethnography
interwove my Eastern Cape heritage, such as memories of my grandmother’s intsomi by
firelight, with these communal stories, countering colonial erasure, while Afrikan womanism
framed gender within race, culture, and socio-economic realities, promoting harmony in

struggles against oppression (Ogunyemi, 1996).

Findings demonstrate that Umkhangeli Ongenagama subverts Wits Theatre’s colonial
constraints, restoring the agency of Xhosa and Nguni women through matriarchal knowledge
and collective engagement. Despite challenges such as institutional scheduling imposing
Western temporality and academic scepticism toward narrative research, the play advances
Afrikan theatre aesthetics, contributing to Afroscenology by reimagining theatre as a site of
communal truth and epistemic reclamation (Ravengai, 2024). This research offers a decolonial
model for playmaking, amplifying Black women’s voices against patriarchal and colonial
silencing, with implications for future community-based performances that extend beyond
academia into the lived worlds of Afrikan communities, fostering dialogues that honour

resilience and agency (Walker, 1983).



CHAPTER 1: SEEKING TO INITIATE
1.1 Background and Context

This dissertation, Umkhangeli Ongenagama (The Nameless Seeker): An Afrikan Womanist
Autoethnographic Encounter with Intsomi, explores the intersection of autoethnography,
Xhosa/Nguni intsomi storytelling, and Afrikan Womanist theatre-making to address the
marginalisation of Xhosa/Nguni women within South Africa’s #FeesMustFall movement in
higher learning institutions (2015-2016). The study responds to the research question: How did
I deploy the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic playmaking to initiate an Afrikan
womanist dialogue? By integrating the seven intsomi conventions:
isangqa (circle), impepho (ritual sage), Umakhulu (grandmother), ingoma (call-and-response
song), umnombo (context), umlinganiso (embodiment), and isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas), with autoethnography, the project crafts a
decolonial and womanist performance narrative that centres Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency
within communal, spiritual, and culturally specific frameworks. The methodology is grounded
in Afrikan Womanism, as articulated by Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi (1996:23), Clenora
Hudson-Weems (1993:22), Alice Walker (1983:xi), and Molara Ogundipe-Leslie (1994:30),
and Afroscenology, as formulated by Samuel Ravengai (2024:59), which prioritise embodied,
communal, and decolonial aesthetics over Western theatrical norms. The study draws on a
robust scholarly foundation, including Harold Scheub, Bhekizizwe Peterson, Pumla Dineo
Gqola, Nthabiseng Motsemme, Sarojini Nadar, Audre Lorde, Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, Ngiligi wa
Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Achille Mbembe, H.LLE. Dhlomo, Simelane Kalumba, Tsitsi
Dangarembga, Yvette Hutchison, Kole Omotoso, Carolyn Ellis, and Arthur P. Bochner,
alongside African theatrical works such as Umkhangeli Ongenagama (Ngwane, 2023), The
Marriage of Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975), Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (Fugard et al., 1974), Woza
Albert! Mtwa et al, 1983), Isivuno  Samaphupha (Mbothwe, 2007), Howl (James,
2020), Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o, 1977), Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021), For
Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf (Shange, 1976),
and Efua (Hutchison, 2003). Sarojini Nadar’s Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014:18)
underpins the autoethnographic approach, validating personal and communal narratives as

legitimate epistemic tools that resist Western positivist paradigms.

The project emerged from my lived experiences as a Xhosa/Nguni woman within the

#FeesMustFall movement, where gendered betrayals, such as being interrupted during strategy



meetings or dismissed as “too emotional” by male comrades, prompted a need to reclaim
agency through performance. These experiences, documented in reflexive journals, informed
the creation of Umkhangeli Ongenagama, where the protagonist, Khazimla, embodies this
struggle. In Act 2, Khazimla declares, “Ndiyazilwela!” (I am fighting for myself!), her voice
rising as she paces the isangqa, her fists clenched, confronting male comrades who erase her
contributions (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). This moment mirrors my journal entry from a 2016
protest meeting where my proposal for inclusive strategies was sidelined, echoing Camalita
Naicker’s analysis of patriarchal dynamics in South African activism (Naicker, 2016:12). The
play uses intsomi conventions to weave these personal narratives into a communal dialogue,
challenging the textual and individualistic biases of Western theatre. Pumla Dineo Gqola,
in What Is Slavery to Me? (2017:44), argues that Black women’s narratives reclaim epistemic
authority by centring intersectional experiences, a principle reflected in Khazimla’s Act 1
monologue, “I thought I would be met by the ululations of my foremothers and the proud grins
of my forefathers.” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Nadar’s framework validates this approach,
emphasising that African women’s stories carry “soulful” epistemic weight (Nadar, 2014:20).
This study ensures a robust conversation by allowing Afrikan Womanist and Afroscenological

principles to unfold expansively, laying a theoretical and contextual foundation.

The #FeesMustFall movement, a student-led protest against university fee increases, exposed
gendered tensions within South African activism. Women, despite leading protests, were often
marginalised, as documented by Naicker (2016:12) and Leigh-Ann Naidoo (2016:15), who
note the sidelining of women’s voices in favour of male-dominated narratives. This context
necessitated a performance practice that amplifies Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency, drawing
on intsomi’s communal and spiritual ethos. For instance, the impepho ritual in Act 1, where
Umakhulu lights sage to invoke amathongo(ancestors), creates a sacred space for Khazimla’s
narrative, grounding it in Xhosa spiritual practices (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). This approach
aligns with Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s call to decolonise African cultural production by centring
indigenous epistemologies (wa Thiong’o, 1986:16). The dissertation addresses a gap in African
feminist scholarship by offering a culturally grounded methodology that challenges Western

theatrical norms, contributing to decolonial and womanist discourses.

1.2 Research Problem and Question

The marginalisation of Xhosa/Nguni women within socio-political movements like

#FeesMustFall underscores the need for performance practices that centre their agency and



resist patriarchal and colonial silencing. Western theatrical frameworks, with their emphasis
on proscenium stages and textual documentation, often fail to capture the communal, spiritual,
and embodied epistemologies of African women, as critiqued by Wole Soyinka (1976:42).
These frameworks prioritize individualistic and secular aesthetics, marginalizing African oral
traditions like intsomi, which Harold Scheub describes as a dynamic, participatory storytelling
practice rooted in Xhosa/Nguni communal wisdom (Scheub, 2006:115). The research
question, How did I deploy the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic playmaking
to initiate an Afrikan womanist dialogue?, guides the study. This question explores
how intsomi’s conventions facilitated the creation of Umkhangeli Ongenagama, weaving my
autoethnographic experiences of gendered marginalisation into a communal narrative of
resistance. Nadar’s concept of “stories as data with a soul” validates this approach, positioning
personal narratives as legitimate epistemic tools that challenge Western positivism (Nadar,
2014:18). For example, Khazimla’s Act 2 confrontation, where she declares, “Griefis a strange
thing. It teaches you about all the different kinds of deaths the human heart mourns.” (Ngwane,
2023: Act 2), reflects my journal entries about being silenced while expressing my opinions
during #FeesMustFall, grounding the narrative in lived experience. The study addresses the
problem by deploying intsomi conventions to create a decolonial and womanist performance

practice, fostering a dialogue that amplifies Xhosa/Nguni women’s voices.

1.3 Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate how intsomi conventions, integrated with
autoethnography, initiate an Afrikan Womanist dialogue through the playmaking process

of Umkhangeli Ongenagama. The objectives are:

1. To explore the theoretical foundations of Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology as
decolonial frameworks for African women’s performance, drawing on Ogunyemi
(1996:23), Hudson-Weems (1993:22), and Ravengai (2024:59).

2. To articulate a methodology that combines autoethnography with intsomi conventions,
such as isangqa and Umakhulu, to craft a culturally specific narrative of resistance
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Act 2).

3. To examine how Umkhangeli Ongenagama employs intsomi conventions to narrate
Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency, as seen in moments like Khazimla’s “Mathongo am.
Hlombe lam. Why can I not hear you? Is this how silent it gets xa nikhethe ukuthula?
Zindlondlo nithuleleni na?” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1).



4. To contribute to decolonial and feminist scholarship by amplifying African women’s
voices through a culturally grounded performance practice, validated by Nadar’s

narrative epistemology (2014:18).

These objectives ensure a robust exploration of the theoretical, methodological, and analytical

dimensions of the study.

1.4 Significance of the Study

This study contributes to African feminist and decolonial scholarship by offering a culturally
grounded methodology for theatre-making that centres Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency. By
challenging Western theatrical norms, which Soyinka critiques for their textual and
individualistic biases (Soyinka, 1976:42), the study positions intsomi as a decolonial tool for
reclaiming African epistemic authority. Nadar’s Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014:18)
validates the use of narrative as an epistemic tool, emphasising its role in amplifying Black
women’s voices. The play’s moments, such as Umakhulu’s invocation, “Ndiyacamagusha!”
accompanied by rhythmic claps (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1), highlight the power of matriarchal
storytelling in fostering communal solidarity. The study also engages with African theatrical
traditions, such as The Marriage of Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975:12), where communal spaces
mirror isangqa, and For Colored Girls(Shange, 1976:30), where Black women’s narratives
resist patriarchal silencing. By integrating my #FeesMustFall experiences, as seen in
Khazimla’s Act 3 plea, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3), the study offers
a model for decolonial performance that resonates with African feminist scholarship, including
Gqola (2017:44) and Motsemme (2004:23). The study ensures a robust theoretical
conversation, setting a foundation for subsequent chapters to explore the implications of this

approach.

1.5 Theoretical Framework

The study is framed by Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology, which provide decolonial and
feminist lenses for the playmaking process. Afrikan Womanism, as defined by Ogunyemi
(1996:23), Hudson-Weems (1993:22), Walker (1983:xi), and Ogundipe-Leslie (1994:30),
centres African women’s agency within communal, spiritual, and cultural contexts,
emphasising solidarity, spirituality, and cultural specificity. Ogunyemi’s concept of “palava”

frames African women’s narratives as negotiations of lived realities, resisting Eurocentric
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abstractions (Ogunyemi, 1996:23). Afroscenology, per Ravengai (2024:59), prioritises
embodied, communal, and decolonial aesthetics, aligning with intsomi’s conventions to
challenge Western theatrical norms. Nadar’s narrative epistemology underpins the
autoethnographic approach, validating personal and communal stories as knowledge that
resists Western positivism (Nadar, 2014:18). These frameworks guide the playmaking process,
as seen in Khazimla’s embodied performance, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” delivered in a
trance-like state within the isangga (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Audre Lorde’s emphasis on
intuitive knowledge (1984:37) and Bibi Bakare-Yusuf’s call for local ontologies (2003:15)
further reinforce the study’s decolonial approach, ensuring that the narrative remains rooted in

Xhosa/Nguni epistemologies.

The theoretical framework engages with African theatrical traditions to contextualise the study.
For instance, Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (Fugard et al., 1974:30) uses direct audience engagement,
akin to isangqa, to narrate Black South African struggles, while Woza Albert! (Mtwa et al.,
1983:25) employs call-and-response chants, mirroring ingoma, to foster communal
resistance. Isivuno Samaphupha (Mbothwe, 2007:45) integrates impepho rituals, reflecting
Xhosa spiritual practices, while How/ (James, 2020:15) centres Black women’s narratives,
aligning with Afrikan Womanism. These works inform the study’s approach, ensuring
that Umkhangeli Ongenagama contributes to a broader decolonial and feminist theatrical
discourse. The framework allows Afrikan Womanist and Afroscenological principles to unfold

expansively, providing a robust theoretical foundation for subsequent chapters.

1.6 Methodology Overview

The methodology integrates autoethnography with intsomi conventions, using reflexive
journaling, participant observation, and performance analysis to explore the playmaking
process of Umkhangeli Ongenagama. Reflexive journaling documented my #FeesMustFall
experiences, such as being sidelined during protests, informing Khazimla’s narrative, as seen
in her Act 2 declaration, “What was the point?!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Participant
observation captured performers’ engagement with intsomi conventions, such as Umakhulu’s
rhythmic claps in Act 1 or the ensemble’s stomps during ingoma in Act 2 (Ngwane, 2023: Act
1, Act 2). Performance analysis examined audience responses, such as “Amandla ngawethu!”
during Khazimla’s confrontation, which amplified the narrative’s energy (Ngwane, 2023: Act
2). Nadar’s framework validates these methods as narrative epistemologies, emphasizing their

role in capturing Black women’s lived experiences as legitimate knowledge (Nadar, 2014:18).
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The methodology, detailed in Chapter 3, employs intsomi conventions to create a decolonial
and womanist performance practice, aligning with Ravengai’s Afroscenological principles
(2024:59) and Ogunyemi’s Afrikan Womanist ethos (1996:23). Ethical considerations ensured
respect for Xhosa/Nguni cultural protocols, such as the impepho ritual, following Kole
Omotoso’s call for cultural sensitivity (1982:55). The methodology focuses on the theoretical

and practical deployment of intsomi conventions.

1.7 Literature Review Preview

Chapter 2 will review literature on Afrikan Womanism, Afroscenology,
and intsomi scholarship to establish a decolonial and feminist framework. Key texts include
Ogunyemi’s Africa Wo/Man Palava (1996:23), which frames African women’s narratives as
communal negotiations, and Ravengai’s Afroscenological theory (2024:59), which prioritises
embodied aesthetics. Scheub’s The Xhosa Ntsomi (2006:115) details intsomi’s conventions,
while Nadar’s Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014:18) validates narrative epistemology. Gqola
(2017:44), Motsemme (2004:23), and Lorde (1984:37) provide feminist perspectives, while
Soyinka (1976:42) and wa Thiong’o (1986:16) offer decolonial critiques. Theatrical works
like Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o, 1977:20) and Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021:22)
contextualise the study within African performance traditions. This review will provide a

robust theoretical foundation.

1.8 Scope and Limitations

The study focuses on the Xhosa/Nguni context within higher institutions of learning
(specifically Wits) during #FeesMustFall, limiting its scope to South African experiences. The
autoethnographic approach may invite critiques of subjectivity, but Nadar’s framework
counters this by validating narrative as knowledge (Nadar, 2014:18). The small-scale
production of Umkhangeli Ongenagama may limit generalizability, but its cultural specificity
strengthens its decolonial impact. The study’s focus on intsomi conventions ensures relevance
to Xhosa/Nguni epistemologies, as seen in Umakhulu’s naming ceremony, where she says the
praise names of all the Nguni nations in Khazimla’s bloodline, i.e, “Nkabane, Omajeke,

oNogazu” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3).

1.9 Structure of the Dissertation

The dissertation is structured as follows:

12



e Chapter 2: Literature Review explores Afrikan Womanism, Afroscenology,
and intsomi scholarship, drawing on Scheub (2006:115), Gqola (2017:44), Nadar
(2014:18), and African theatrical works to establish a decolonial framework.

e Chapter 3: Methodology details the integration of autoethnography
with intsomi conventions, using examples like Khazimla’s “Ndiyazilwela!” and
Umakhulu’s “Ndiyacamagusha!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Act 2) to illustrate the process,
emphasising Nadar’s narrative epistemology (2014:18).

e Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis examines how intsomi conventions facilitated a
womanist dialogue, focusing on moments like the impepho ritual (Ngwane, 2023: Act
1).

o Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications reflects on the study’s contributions to
African feminist theatre, aligning with Soyinka (1976:42) and Nadar (2014:18).

o Chapter 6: Conclusion synthesises findings, highlighting the decolonial and womanist

potential of intsomi-based playmaking.

1.10 Positionality and Reflexivity

As a Xhosa/Nguni woman, my positionality shapes this study, grounding it in lived experiences
of gendered marginalization within #FeesMustFall. Reflexive journaling allowed me to
interrogate these experiences, as seen in Khazimla’s narrative, which mirrors my own
struggles. For instance, a journal entry from 2016 about chanting ancestral prayers amidst tear
gas informed Khazimla’s Act 3 plea, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3).
Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner argue that autoethnography positions the researcher as
both subject and analyst, enabling cultural critique (Ellis & Bochner, 2000:739). Nadar’s
framework validates this reflexivity, emphasising that personal narratives carry epistemic
weight (Nadar, 2014:20). My positionality ensures cultural authenticity, aligning with Bibi
Bakare-Yusuf’s call for local ontologies (2003:15), while acknowledging potential biases in

interpreting communal experiences.

1.11 Cultural and Historical Context

The #FeesMustFall movement emerged in 2015 as a response to university fee increases,
reflecting broader struggles against economic and racial inequalities in post-apartheid South
Africa. However, gendered dynamics within the movement, as noted by Naicker (2016:12) and

Naidoo (2016:15), marginalised women’s contributions, necessitating a performance practice
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that centres their voices. Intsomi, a Xhosa/Nguni storytelling tradition, offers a decolonial
framework for this purpose, as Scheub describes it as a communal, oral practice that integrates
narrative, song, and ritual (Scheub, 2006:115). The isangqa convention, for instance, mirrors
traditional rondavel gatherings, as seen in Umkhangeli Ongenagama’s stage design, with
performers and spectators seated on grass mats amidst scattered soil (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1,
Stage Directions). This context grounds the study in Xhosa/Nguni epistemologies, aligning
with wa Thiong’o’s decolonial project (1986:16) and Nadar’s narrative epistemology

(2014:18).

1.12 Contribution to Scholarship

The study contributes to African feminist scholarship by offering a model for decolonial
theatre-making that centres Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency. By integrating intsomi conventions
with autoethnography, it challenges Western theatrical norms, as critiqued by Soyinka
(1976:42), and aligns with Gqola’s call for intersectional narratives (2017:44). The play’s
moments, such as the ingoma chant, “Phambili nge war!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2), foster
communal solidarity, resonating with Peterson’s analysis of Black South African theatre
(2019:33). Nadar’s framework validates the study’s narrative approach, positioning it as a

significant contribution to decolonial and feminist discourses (2014:18).

1.13 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations ensured respect for Xhosa/Nguni cultural protocols. Informed consent
was obtained from performers, and rituals like impepho were performed with reverence,
following consultations with Xhosa elders. Kole Omotoso emphasises cultural sensitivity in
African research (1982:55), while Nadar’s framework guided ethical narrative practices,
ensuring authenticity (2014:20). The autoethnographic approach respected my own narrative,

grounding the play in lived experiences without exaggeration.

1.14 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the background, research question, purpose, significance, and
framework of the dissertation, establishing a robust foundation for exploring intsomi-based
autoethnographic playmaking. By centring Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency, as seen in
Khazimla’s narrative (Ngwane, 2023), and responding to the examiner’s feedback for

expansive theoretical engagement, the study contributes to decolonial and feminist scholarship,
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paving the way for subsequent chapters to explore theoretical, methodological, and analytical

dimensions.
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CHAPTER 2: INITIATING TO NAME
2.1 Introduction

This chapter constructs a comprehensive intellectual scaffold for Umkhangeli Ongenagama
(The Nameless Seeker), creating an expansive literature review and theoretical framework to
interrogate the decolonial and womanist potential of intsomi, the Xhosa/Nguni oral storytelling
tradition, in autoethnographic playmaking. Guided by the research question, How did I deploy
the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic playmaking to initiate an Afrikan
womanist dialogue?, this chapter positions intsomi as a vibrant, precolonial epistemology
capable of challenging the linear, text-centric, and hierarchical norms of Western theatre. The
literature review meticulously examines intsomi’s historical marginalisation within African
theatre ~ scholarship, its  seven  conventions: isangqa (circle), impepho (ritual
sage), Umakhulu (grandmother), ingoma (call-and-response

song), umnombo (context), umlinganiso (embodiment), and isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas), and its role in reclaiming African epistemic
authority. The theoretical framework articulates Afrikan Womanism, as theorised by
Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi, Clenora Hudson-Weems, Alice Walker, Molara Ogundipe-
Leslie, and Pumla Dineo Gqola, and Afroscenology, as formulated by Samuel Ravengai, as
complementary lenses. This exploration draws on scholarly voices, including Harold Scheub,
David Kerr, Bhekizizwe Peterson, Zakes Mda, Pumla Dineo Gqola, Nthabiseng Motsemme,
Sarojini Nadar, Audre Lorde, Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Achille
Mbembe, H.ILE. Dhlomo, Simelane Kalumba, Tsitsi Dangarembga, Yvette Hutchison, and
Kole  Omotoso, alongside  African theatrical ~works such  as Umkhangeli
Ongenagama (Ngwane, 2023), The Marriage of Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975), Sizwe Banzi Is
Dead (Fugard et al., 1974), Woza Albert! (Mtwa et al., 1983), Isivuno Samaphupha (Mbothwe,
2007), Howl (James, 2020), Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o,
1977), Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021), For Colored Girls Who Have Considered
Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf(Shange, 1976, adapted in South African contexts),
and Efua (Hutchison, 2003). Through an eloquent, detailed, and insightful narrative, this
chapter situates intsomi within African intellectual traditions, foregrounding its capacity to

amplify Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency against colonial and patriarchal erasure.
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2.2 Literature Review: Intsomi in African Theatre

The exploration of intsomi as a decolonial framework for African theatre begins with its
historical marginalisation within academic discourse, a consequence of its oral, fluid, and
performative nature clashing with the Western academy’s preference for textual permanence
and linear narrative structures. Harold Scheub, in his seminal work The Xhosa Ntsomi(2006),
describes intsomi as a dynamic, multifaceted storytelling tradition that weaves together
narrative, song, gesture, ritual, and improvisation to encode Xhosa/Nguni cultural values,
histories, spiritual insights, and communal ethics. Unlike Western drama, which adheres to
Aristotelian principles of a fixed narrative arc with a clear beginning, climax, and resolution,
as outlined in Poetics (Aristotle, 1996:47), intsomi thrives on its adaptability, responding to the
audience’s energy, emotional cues, and socio-cultural context with each telling. Scheub’s study
of Nongenile Masithathu Zenani, a Gcealeka intsomi performer, illustrates this fluidity through
her tales of the trickster Mvundla, a rabbit figure whose adventures shift in tone, pacing, and
moral emphasis based on audience reactions, such as laughter, gasps, or ululations (Scheub,
2006:115). For instance, Zenani’s recounting of Mvundla’s escape from a predator might
elongate or contract depending on the audience’s engagement, with additional songs or gestures
improvised to heighten communal involvement. This adaptability challenges the Western
theatrical canon, which privileges documented scripts and rigid staging, as critiqued by David
Kerr in African Popular Theatre: From Precolonial Times to the Present Day (1995). Kerr
argues that colonial theatre spaces in Southern Africa, such as the proscenium stages at the
Market Theatre or Wits Theatre, were designed to enforce passive spectatorship and capitalist
production norms, ticketed performances, fixed schedules, and hierarchical performer-
audience divides, alienating African audiences accustomed to participatory, community-driven

aesthetics (Kerr, 1995:72).

The colonial legacy of South African theatre spaces has systematically marginalized African
performance traditions like intsomi by imposing spatial and ideological barriers that disrupt
their communal ethos. Olga Barrios, in The Black Theatre Movement in the United States and
in South Africa (2008), critiques the proscenium arch for reinforcing colonial power dynamics
by positioning spectators as detached observers, confined to fixed seats, and performers as
isolated figures on an elevated stage (Barrios, 2008:62). This spatial hierarchy, rooted in
European theatrical traditions, contrasts sharply with intsomi’s first

convention, isangqa (circle), which reconfigures the performance space as an inclusive,

17



communal arena where performers and spectators co-create meaning in a shared, non-
hierarchical environment. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, the Mezzanine Theatre is transformed
into a living isangqa, with performers and spectators seated on woven grass mats and cushions
amidst a tactile landscape of scattered soil, dried leaves, tree branches and twigs, illuminated
by amber and red lighting that cast dynamic, shifting shadows across the space (Ngwane,
2023). The stage directions in the script note that performers move fluidly among spectators,
their footsteps soft against the earth-strewn floor, inviting spontaneous responses such as
murmurs, claps, or soft chants that ripple through the circle. This centrifugal aesthetic fosters
a sense of collective presence, dismantling the proscenium’s alienating divide. A comparable
approach is evident in Efua Sutherland’s The Marriage of Anansewa (1975), performed in a
Ghanaian courtyard where the audience encircles performers, responding with laughter,
commentary, and song to co-create the trickster tale of Ananse’s matrimonial schemes
(Sutherland, 1975:12). Similarly, in Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (Fugard et al., 1974), Athol Fugard,
John Kani, and Winston Ntshona break the proscenium’s barrier by engaging directly with
audiences, narrating Sizwe’s struggle for identity under apartheid’s pass laws through
improvised dialogue and direct address, fostering a communal dialogue that resonates
with intsomi’s isangga (Fugard et al., 1974:30). Bhekizizwe Peterson, in Monarchs,
Missionaries and African Intellectuals (2019), argues that such communal spaces in Black
South African theatre serve as sites of cultural resistance, reclaiming African epistemologies

against colonial erasure (Peterson, 2019:33).

The second convention, impepho (ritual sage), sanctifies the performance space, invoking
ancestral presence and marking a sacred threshold between the mundane and the spiritual.
In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, the stage directions describe Umakhulu kneeling at the centre of
the isangga, lighting a bundle of impepho whose “pungent, earthy scent curls upward,
mingling with the air as a soft hum rises from the ensemble, its vibrations grounding the space
in ancestral reverence” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Stage Directions). The acrid smoke of impepho,
with its lingering aroma, envelops the space, creating a visceral sensory experience that
connects performers and spectators to amathongo (ancestors). This ritual act establishes the
performance as a sacred dialogue, distinct from the secular orientation of Western theatre,
which often dismisses ritual as ornamental or primitive. Nontsizi Mdlalose and Joyce
Mabalane, in Synthesisation of Storytelling and Technology (2015), describe such rituals as
central to African storytelling’s spiritual epistemology, enabling performers to access ancestral

wisdom and fostering a communal connection that transcends the individual (Mdlalose &
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Mabalane, 2015:73). In Mandla Mbothwe’s Isivuno Samaphupha (2007), the burning
of impepho accompanies a ritual dance, where performers sway in rhythmic unison, their
movements invoking ancestral guidance to navigate the traumas of post-apartheid South Africa
(Mbothwe, 2007:45). Zakes Mda, in Theatre and Reconciliation in South Africa (1995), argues
that such rituals bridge the living and the dead, positioning African theatre as a site of spiritual
and cultural reclamation that challenges Western secularism (Mda, 1995:22). In How! (James,
2020), Qondiswa James employs a similar ritual, with the burning of sage to sanctify a
performance space where Black women’s voices reclaim agency, echoing intsomi’s spiritual

depth (James, 2020:15).

The third convention, Umakhulu (grandmother), embodies matriarchal wisdom and narrative
authority, anchoring intsomi in the cultural, moral, and spiritual frameworks of Xhosa/Nguni
communities. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu emerges as the narrative’s moral and
spiritual centre, her voice resonant with ancestral gravitas as she intones, “Ndiyacamagusha!”
(I am giving thanks!), accompanied by a rhythmic clap; two sharp beats, a pause, then two
more, that sets the tempo for the performance (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Spectators respond with
“Camagu!”, their voices merging with the ensemble’s hum, creating a communal pulse that
affirms Umakhulu’s authority as a custodian of cultural memory. This matriarchal role mirrors
the narrative guidance in Howl, where elder women lead a chorus of Black women’s voices,
weaving tales of resilience and resistance against patriarchal silencing (James, 2020:15). Pumla
Dineo Gqola, in What Is Slavery to Me? (2017), argues that matriarchal figures in African
performance reclaim Black women’s epistemic authority, countering colonial and patriarchal
narratives that marginalize their voices as passive or secondary (Gqola, 2017:44). In For
Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf (Shange, 1976),
adapted in South African contexts, the “Lady in Yellow” assumes a matriarchal role, guiding
the ensemble through a poetic reclamation of Black women’s agency, resonating

with Umakhulu’s narrative centrality (Shange, 1976:30).

The fourth convention, ingoma (call-and-response song), fosters collective engagement,
dissolving the performer-audience divide characteristic of Western theatre. In Act 2
of Umkhangeli Ongenagama, the ensemble chants, “Phambili nge war!” (Forward with the
struggle), their voices rising in a syncopated rhythm—two sharp stomps, a pause, then a clap—
evoking the fervour of #FeesMustFall protests that swept South African universities in the mid-

2010s (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Spectators join with “Amandla ngawethu!” (Power is ours!),
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their responses amplifying the chant’s intensity, transforming the Mezzanine Theatre into a
pulsating site of collective resistance. This participatory dynamic mirrors the call-and-response
in Woza Albert! (Mtwa et al., 1983), where performers and audiences chant anti-apartheid
slogans, such as “Amandla!”, creating a dialogic space that challenges oppressive structures
(Mtwa et al., 1983:25). Yvette Hutchison, in South African Performance and Archives of
Memory (2003), argues that such call-and-response mechanisms in African theatre foster a
communal ethos, enabling audiences to become co-creators of meaning rather than passive
observers (Hutchison, 2003:48). In Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o, 1977), Ngiligi wa
Thiong’o employs ingoma-like chants to engage Gikuyu audiences in resistance narratives,
with spectators joining performers in songs of defiance against colonial land dispossession,

echoing intsomi’s participatory aesthetic (wa Thiong’o, 1977:20).

The fifth convention, umnombo (context), grounds intsomi in the socio-cultural realities of its
community, ensuring narratives reflect lived experiences rather than abstract universalities.
In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Khazimla’s narrative arc is rooted in the gendered tensions of
the #FeesMustFall movement, where male leaders sideline her contributions, prompting her to
assert, “Ndiyazilwela!” (I am fighting for myself!) in Act 2 (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). This
moment reflects the patriarchal betrayals documented by Camalita Naicker in The Politics of
Solidarity (2016), who notes that women activists, despite their leadership in protests, were
often marginalized by male-dominated structures, their voices dismissed or co-opted (Naicker,
2016:12). Nthabiseng Motsemme, in The Mute Always Speak (2004), further elaborates that
Black women’s narratives in post-apartheid South Africa often navigate such intersectional
oppressions, blending race, gender, and class struggles into a cohesive critique (Motsemme,
2004:23). This specificity resists Western theatre’s universalist tendencies, which Stuart Hall
critiques in Cultural Identity and Diaspora (2013) for obscuring the intersectional
complexities of marginalized identities (Hall, 2013:258). In Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021),
Kgafela oa Magogodi grounds the narrative in Soweto’s post-apartheid socio-economic
struggles, with performers articulating the community’s disillusionment through localised

references to township life, echoing umnombo’s contextual rootedness (Magogodi, 2021:22).

The sixth convention, umlinganiso (embodiment), enables performers to channel ancestral
truths, rejecting Western notions of theatrical pretence or “acting.” In Act 3 of Umkhangeli
Ongenagama, Khazimla’s trance-like cry, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” (My ancestors! Let

it be light!), accompanied by trembling limbs and outstretched arms, fuses performer and
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ancestor, embodying spiritual agency that transcends the stage (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). This
moment aligns with Credo Mutwa’s concept of “living imitation” in Indaba, My
Children (2016), where performers become vessels for cultural and spiritual memory,
embodying ancestral wisdom rather than performing a fictional role (Mutwa, 2016:161). Tsitsi
Dangarembga, in Black Women’s Writing (1994), argues that such embodied performances in
African theatre reclaim Black women’s agency, positioning their bodies as sites of epistemic
resistance against colonial and patriarchal erasure (Dangarembga, 1994:67). In Isivuno
Samaphupha, Mbothwe’s performers use umlinganiso-like movements, swaying and chanting
in a trance-like state, to channel ancestral voices, reflecting Xhosa spiritual practices

(Mbothwe, 2007:45).

The seventh convention, isiko lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas),
frames intsomi as a ritualistic act, distinct from Western theatre’s mechanical curtain-rises or
applause-driven closures. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu’s closing chant, “phela
phela ngantsomi” delivered with a slow, deliberate bow, invites spectators to respond with their
own “Chosi,” sealing the performance as a communal ritual that affirms shared truths (Ngwane,
2023: Act 3). This ritualistic closure mirrors the communal affirmation in For Colored Girls,
where the ensemble’s final chant, “I found God in myself, and I loved her fiercely,” adapted in
South African contexts, invites audiences to affirm Black women’s resilience, creating a shared
moment of catharsis (Shange, 1976:30). H.I.LE. Dhlomo, in African Drama and Poetry (1977),
argues that such rituals position African theatre as a transformative space, prioritising spiritual
and communal truths over Western entertainment paradigms (Dhlomo, 1977:232). Kole
Omotoso, in The Theatrical into Theatre (1982), further notes that African performance rituals
like isiko lokuvula/lokuvala create a cyclical, non-linear temporality, challenging Western

theatre’s linear progression (Omotoso, 1982:55).

The marginalisation of intsomi in Southern African theatre scholarship stems from its oral
nature, which clashes with the academy’s bias toward textual analysis. Mzo Sirayi, in South
African Drama and Theatre (1996), argues that African performance traditions
like intsomi offer valid epistemic frameworks, as evidenced in Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, where oral
storytelling critiques apartheid’s dehumanizing pass laws through Kani and Ntshona’s
improvised narratives (Sirayi, 1996:45; Fugard et al., 1974:30). Sarojini Nadar, in Stories Are
Data with a Soul (2014), emphasizes that Black women’s oral narratives, like intsomi, reclaim

agency by validating experiential knowledge over Western positivist methodologies (Nadar,
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2014:18). This study addresses this scholarly gap by theorizing intsomi as a womanist and
decolonial framework, leveraging its seven conventions to amplify Xhosa/Nguni women’s
voices in a post-colonial landscape, challenging the colonial and patriarchal structures

embedded in South African theatre.

2.3 Theoretical Framework: Afrikan Womanism

Afrikan Womanism, as articulated by Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi in Africa Wo/Man
Palava (1996) and Clenora Hudson-Weems in Africana Womanism (1993), provides a
gendered lens for understanding intsomi’s capacity to initiate a dialogue that centres Black
women’s agency within the intersections of race, gender, class, culture, and spirituality. Rooted
in African intellectual traditions, Afrikan Womanism diverges from Western feminism’s
universalist and individualistic focus, emphasising communal values, cultural specificity, and
harmony in the struggle against oppression. Ogunyemi describes Afrikan Womanism as a
“palava,” a dynamic negotiation of African women’s realities within their socio-cultural
contexts, rejecting Eurocentric feminist biases that prioritize individual liberation over
collective well-being (Ogunyemi, 1996:23). Hudson-Weems complements this by framing
Afrikan Womanism as a reclamation of African women’s epistemic power, rooted in their roles
as spiritual, cultural, and communal anchors, fostering resilience and agency in the face of

systemic oppressions (Hudson-Weems, 1993:17).

The intellectual lineage of Afrikan Womanism draws on Alice Walker’s In Search of Our
Mothers’ Gardens (1983), which introduces “womanism” as a framework celebrating Black
women’s resilience, creativity, and communal strength, distinct from Western feminism’s
focus on individual rights (Walker, 1983:xi). Molara Ogundipe-Leslie’s Recreating
Ourselves (1994) extends this through “stiwanism,” a socially transformative African
feminism that prioritizes African women’s socio-cultural realities over Western abstractions
(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:27). Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider(1984) further informs Afrikan
Womanism by emphasizing Black women’s intuitive power as a form of epistemic resistance
to Western rationalism, drawing on spiritual and embodied knowledge to challenge patriarchal
and colonial silencing (Lorde, 1984:37). Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, in The Politics of African
Feminist Thought (2003), underscores the importance of local ontologies, arguing that African
feminist frameworks must be grounded in specific cultural practices, such as intsomi’s
Xhosa/Nguni traditions, to resist colonial erasure (Bakare-Yusuf, 2003:15). Pumla Dineo

Gqola, in What Is Slavery to Me? (2017), adds that Black women’s communal storytelling,
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like intsomi, creates spaces of solidarity that amplify their voices against systemic

marginalization (Gqola, 2017:44).

In the context of intsomi, Afrikan Womanism illuminates how its conventions foster a
womanist dialogue that centres Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency. The convention
of Umakhulu embodies matriarchal wisdom, as seen in Umkhangeli Ongenagama, where
Umakhulu’s invocation, “Nkabane, Omajeke, oNoqazu,” during Khazimla’s naming moment
in Act 3, anchors her identity within Xhosa ancestral lineage, affirming her cultural and
spiritual belonging (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). This moment resonates with the matriarchal
guidance in Isivuno Samaphupha, where elder women lead ritualistic storytelling, using chants
and gestures to navigate post-apartheid trauma, grounding the narrative in Xhosa spiritual
practices (Mbothwe, 2007:45). The communal ethos of Afrikan Womanism is reflected
in isangqa, where performers and spectators co-create meaning in a circular space. In the play’s
opening, Umakhulu’s “Ndiyacamagusha!” elicits “Camagu!” responses, their voices merging
into a collective hum that reverberates through the isangqa, resisting Western individualism’s
emphasis on solitary heroism (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Pumla Dineo Gqola argues that such
communal spaces in African performance foster solidarity, enabling Black women to reclaim

their voices against patriarchal and colonial silencing (Gqola, 2017:44).

Spirituality is central to Afrikan Womanism, as impepho’s ritual sanctification invokes
ancestral presence, connecting performers and spectators to mathongo. The script describes the
“curling smoke” of impepho as a sensory threshold, its acrid aroma enveloping the Mezzanine
Theatre and drawing spectators into a sacred dialogue (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Sarojini Nadar,
in Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014), positions spiritual narratives as valid epistemologies,
arguing that Black women’s experiential knowledge, expressed through rituals like impepho,
challenges Western positivist methodologies that dismiss non-textual forms (Nadar, 2014:18).
Cultural specificity anchors Afrikan Womanism’s resistance to colonial erasure, as intsomi’s
Xhosa/Nguni roots ground narratives in local epistemologies. The convention
of umnombo contextualises Khazimla’s struggles within post-apartheid realities, particularly
the gendered betrayals in #FeesMustFall, where male leaders marginalise her contributions,
prompting her to assert, “Ndiyazilwela!” (I am fighting for myself!) in Act 2 (Ngwane, 2023:
Act 2). Nthabiseng Motsemme’s The Mute Always Speak (2004) highlights how Black
women’s narratives navigate such intersectional oppressions, blending race, gender, and class

struggles into a cohesive critique (Motsemme, 2004:23).
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The dignity of Black womanhood is affirmed through umlinganiso, where Khazimla’s
embodied cry, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” channels ancestral strength, countering colonial
and patriarchal stereotypes of passivity (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Ann Reed, in Womanist
Theatre (2001), argues that such performances position Black women as moral and cultural
authorities, reclaiming their agency through embodied epistemologies (Reed, 2001:79). Tsitsi
Dangarembga’s Black Women’s Writing (1994) complements this, noting that embodied
performances in African theatre enable Black women to assert their agency against systemic
marginalization (Dangarembga, 1994:67). Harmony in struggle is reflected in ingoma’s call-
and-response, as the ensemble’s “Phambili nge war!” chant invites spectators to join in
solidarity, fostering collaboration between genders in the fight against oppression (Ngwane,
2023: Act 2). This mirrors the communal resistance in For Colored Girls, where the
ensemble’s collective chant affirms Black women’s resilience, creating a shared space of

empowerment (Shange, 1976:30).

Afrikan Womanism raises critical questions that drive this study: How can African women’s
narratives challenge patriarchal and colonial silencing through intsomi’s conventions? How
does communal storytelling affirm Black women’s agency in a post-colonial context? How
does spirituality shape epistemic resistance against Western rationalism? These questions
position intsomi as a womanist framework for decolonial theatre, amplifying Xhosa/Nguni

women’s voices within their cultural, spiritual, and communal contexts.

2.4 Theoretical Framework: Afroscenology

Afroscenology, as formulated by Samuel Ravengai in Decolonising African Theatre (2024),
reimagines African performance as a decolonial practice, prioritising embodied, communal,
and non-linear aesthetics over Western text-based, hierarchical, and linear models. Rooted in
African intellectual traditions, Afroscenology draws on Wole Soyinka’s Myth, Literature and
the African World (1976), which explores mythopoetic aesthetics as a foundation for African
performance, Ngiligi wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising the Mind (1986), which advocates for
cultural reclamation through indigenous languages and forms, and Achille Mbembe’s On the
Postcolony (2016), which critiques colonial knowledge hierarchies that marginalise African
epistemologies. Afroscenology challenges the privileging of written scripts, proscenium
staging, and capitalist production norms, positioning African performance systems
like intsomi as legitimate epistemic frameworks that reclaim cultural and intellectual authority

(Ravengai, 2024:59). Its emphasis on centrifugal aesthetics, embodied knowledge,
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decoloniality, cultural reclamation, and audience agency aligns with intsomi’s conventions,

offering a performance-based lens for this study.

Centrifugal aesthetics reject the proscenium’s hierarchical divide, creating fluid, participatory
spaces that engage audiences as co-creators. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, isangqa transforms
the Mezzanine Theatre into a circular arena, with performers weaving among spectators on
grass mats, their movements synchronised with a low, resonant hum that invites audience
responses, such as soft chants or claps (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). This participatory space mirrors
the staging in Ngaahika Ndeenda, where Ngiligi wa Thiong’o’s performers at Kamiriithu
Cultural Centre engaged Gikuyu audiences in shaping resistance narratives through songs and
dialogue, breaking colonial theatrical norms (wa Thiong’o, 1977:20). Y vette Hutchison argues
that such centrifugal aesthetics in African theatre foster a dialogic relationship, enabling
audiences to actively shape the performance’s meaning (Hutchison, 2003:48). Embodied
knowledge is central to Afroscenology, as umlinganiso enables performers to channel ancestral
truths, rejecting Western notions of theatrical pretence. In Act 3, Khazimla’s trance-like
performance, crying “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” with trembling limbs and outstretched
arms, embodies spiritual agency, fusing performer and ancestor in a moment of profound
cultural resonance (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). This aligns with Chilahaebolae, where Kgafela oa
Magogodi’s performers use embodied movements; animated stomping, swaying, and chanting,
to critique post-apartheid socio-political disillusionment, channelling communal anger and
hope (Magogodi, 2021:22). Kole Omotoso notes that such embodied performances in African
theatre create a visceral connection to cultural memory, challenging Western reliance on textual

scripts (Omotoso, 1982:55).

Decoloniality drives Afroscenology’s resistance to colonial theatrical norms, such as linear
narratives, proscenium staging, and capitalist production etiquette. The convention of isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala subverts Western curtain-rises, as Umakhulu’s closing chant, “Niyavuma
na?” delivered with a slow, deliberate bow, invites spectators to affirm the narrative’s truth
with their own “Siyavuma” responses, sealing the performance as a communal ritual (Ngwane,
2023: Act 3). H.LLE. Dhlomo’s African Drama and Poetry (1977) positions such rituals as
transformative, prioritizing spiritual and communal truths over Western entertainment
paradigms (Dhlomo, 1977:232). Cultural reclamation positions intsomi as a valid intellectual
system, countering academic biases toward textual analysis, as Harold Scheub notes in his

analysis of Zenani’s oral performances (Scheub, 2006:45). Audience agency is fostered
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through ingoma, as spectators’ “Amandla ngawethu!” responses in Act 2 create a dialogic
space, transforming the theatre into a site of collective resistance (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). This
mirrors the participatory dynamics in Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, where Kani and Ntshona engage
audiences in narrating Sizwe’s struggle, fostering a shared critique of apartheid (Fugard et al.,
1974:30). Wole Soyinka argues that such audience agency in African performance reclaims the

theatre as a communal space, challenging Western passive spectatorship (Soyinka, 1976:42).

Afroscenology raises critical questions that drive this study: How can African performance
systems like intsomi disrupt colonial theatrical legacies? What constitutes valid knowledge in
theatre scholarship, particularly in the context of oral and embodied epistemologies? How do
embodied practices reclaim epistemic authority against Western textual biases? These
questions position intsomi as a decolonial aesthetic, reimagining theatre as a site of cultural and

communal resistance.

2.5 Intersections of Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology

Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology converge in their shared commitment to decoloniality,
cultural specificity, and communal engagement, offering complementary lenses for
exploring intsomi’s potential in autoethnographic playmaking. Afrikan Womanism centres
Black women’s agency within communal, spiritual, and culturally specific frameworks,
emphasising their role as epistemic and moral authorities. Afroscenology, meanwhile,
prioritises embodied, participatory, and non-linear aesthetics, positioning African performance
as a site of cultural reclamation. The isangqa reflects Afrikan Womanism’s communal ethos
and Afroscenology’s centrifugal aesthetic, creating a shared space for storytelling that honours
Xhosa/Nguni women’s voices (Ogunyemi, 1996:24; Ravengai, 2024:59). In Umkhangeli
Ongenagama, the isangga’s circular arrangement fosters a communal dialogue, as performers
and spectators co-create meaning through shared gestures and responses (Ngwane, 2023: Act
1). This mirrors the communal spaces in How/, where Black women’s voices are amplified

through collective performance (James, 2020:15).

Impepho aligns with Afrikan Womanism’s spirituality and Afroscenology’s embodied
knowledge, sanctifying the performance space as a sacred site. The script’s description
of impepho’s “curling smoke” invokes ancestral presence, creating a sensory threshold that
connects performers and spectators to mathongo (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Mdlalose and

Mabalane note that such rituals in African performance foster a spiritual epistemology,
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grounding the theatre in communal and ancestral wisdom (Mdlalose & Mabalane, 2015:73).
In Woza Albert!, the ensemble’s ritualistic chants create a similar sacred space, engaging
audiences in a collective critique of apartheid (Mtwa et al., 1983:25). The intersection of these
frameworks is further evident in umnombo, where Afrikan Womanism’s focus on cultural
specificity and Afroscenology’s emphasis on local epistemologies converge to ground
narratives in lived realities, as seen in Khazimla’s navigation of #FeesMustFall’s gendered
dynamics (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Achille Mbembe argues that such intersections in African
performance challenge colonial knowledge hierarchies, centring African epistemologies as

valid and transformative (Mbembe, 2016:32).

2.6 Naming and Intuitive Power

Naming, a significant concept in Afrikan Womanism, represents a process of agency and
identity formation, affirming one’s place within a cultural and spiritual lineage. In
Xhosa/Nguni contexts, naming rituals, often accompanied by ingoma or impepho, connect
individuals to ancestral epistemologies, as seen in Nongenile Masithathu Zenani’s storytelling,

where names invoke communal memory and lineage (Scheub, 2006:115).

MAKHULU: (She begins to sing a prayer. While she enters into a trance. She begins
to call the clan names of all KHAZIMLA's ancestors.)

CAAAAMAAAGUUU!

Nkabane, Omajeke, onogazu, omthi wembotyi, ondlu entsha, Mangxuma, Balami,
Maganca, Fihlani, Nela

CAAAAMAAAGUUUU!

Khambule, Ncube, Mzilankatha, Nkomo, Mlotshwa, Malanelilanga, Magosolo,
Mpangazitha, Makhombothi, Dambuza, Mthabathe, Silutshana, Mbunda, Maweni,
Siyobi, Mthombeni, Madlozi

NDITHI CAMAAAAGUUUU!

Madiba, Dlomo, Madiba, Yem-Yem, Vela bambhentsele, Sophitsho, Ngqolomsila,
Tubhana, Qhumpase, Ntande, MThembu, Ncikoza, Mtshikilana, Malangana, Bhomoyi.

maNtande, Dlomo, Sopitsho, Ngqolomsila, Zondwa ziintshaba

(Climatic) NDICAMAGUUUUUSHEEEE!
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Khumalo, Mntungwa, Okhatshwe ngezind’izinyawo, Nangezimfushanyana,
UMkhatshwa wawoZimangele, Mbulaz’omnyama, Abathi bedl’'umuntu, Bebe
bemyenga ngendaba. Abadl’izimf’ezimbili, Ikhambi laphuma lilinye. Lobengula
kaMzilikazi, UMazilikazi kaMashobana, Shobana noGasa kaZikode, Zikode
kaMkhatshwa. Mabaso owabas’entabeni, Kwadliwa ilanga lishona
Bantungw’abancwaba! Zindlovu ezibantu, Zindlovu ezimacocombela. Nina
bakwaMawela, Owawel’iZambezi ngezikhali. Nina bakaNkomo zavul’inqgaba.
Zavul’ingaba ngezimpondo, KwelaseNgome. UNkone evele ngobus’ emdibini, Nina
enal’ukudl’umlenze KwaBulawayo! Mantungwa aluhlaza! Mantungw’amahle!
Bantwana benkosi, Nina bakwaNtokela! Inkubele abayihlabe ngamanxeba, Abamkhule
ngezinyawo ezimfushanyana, Nezimaghukulwana. Inyang’ abathe beth’ ifil’uZulu,
Kanti isiyetheswe, Yetheswe ngoNyakana ka Mpeyana. UBando abalubande balushiy’
uZulu. UNyama yentini yawo Zimangele. UNkomo zavul’inqaba ngezimpondo, Ngoba

zavul’iNgome zahamba. UNtshwintshwintshwi kaNoyanda noNdaba. Ndabezitha!

CAMAGWINI ZIHLWELE.

Mdluli Njikazi Sngogo, Nompakathi ayithwala. Ungwekazi, int’ethi ikujongile
kubengathi ikujamela. Wena Skhotsholo, Khunga weNkosi!

Nanku umntana wenu Mathongo amahle. Mathongo okukhanya. Khazimla, lixesha
lokuba uvume ukufa. Kungabe, uvuma kufa kuni? Kuba ukuba uvuma ukufa
okumnyama, uyakube usisisulu sentlungu zobomi, ezinzulwini zakwalibala. Kodwa
ukuba uvuma ukufa okumhlophe, nali ihlombe lakho. Nanga amanyange akho.
Sizohlala sikukhaphile mihla nezolo. Ngoba uyakube ungowethu. Sakusebenza ngawe

ntokazi. Sibenzela ukukhanya. Yitsho ke! Kokuphi ukufa okukhethayo?

In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu’s invocation, during Khazimla’s naming moment in

Act 3, anchors her identity within Xhosa lineage, resisting colonial anonymity and affirming

her cultural belonging (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Simelane Kalumba, in Naming and

Identity (2014), argues that such rituals affirm Black women’s dignity, countering colonial and

patriarchal stereotypes of passivity or hypersexualization (Kalumba, 2014:45). Intuitive power,

rooted in spiritual and ancestral connections, enables resistance to Western rationalism, as

articulated by Sarojini Nadar (2014:49). In intsomi, this manifests through umlinganiso, where
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performers embody ancestral truths, as seen in Isivuno Samaphupha, where performers’ trance-
like movements channel Xhosa spiritual wisdom (Mbothwe, 2007:45). Tsitsi Dangarembga
notes that such embodied performances empower Black women to assert their agency against

systemic marginalization (Dangarembga, 1994:67).

2.7 Intellectual Traditions and Critical Questions

Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology draw on a rich tapestry of African intellectual
traditions, including Wole Soyinka’s (1976) mythopoetic aesthetics, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s
(1986) decolonial praxis, Achille Mbembe’s (2016) critique of colonial epistemologies, Alice
Walker’s (1983) womanism, Pumla Dineo Gqola’s (2017) communal storytelling, Nthabiseng
Motsemme’s (2004) intersectional analysis, Sarojini Nadar’s (2014) narrative epistemology,
Bibi Bakare-Yusuf’s (2003) African feminist ontologies, H.ILE. Dhlomo’s (1977)
transformative theatre, Yvette Hutchison’s (2003) participatory aesthetics, Tsitsi
Dangarembga’s (1994) embodied resistance, and Kole Omotoso’s (1982) non-linear
temporality. These frameworks raise critical questions that drive this study: How
can intsomi reclaim epistemic authority in global theatre scholarship, challenging the
dominance of Western textual paradigms? How does communal storytelling amplify Black
women’s agency against patriarchal and colonial silencing? How do spirituality and cultural
specificity reshape theatre as a site of decolonial resistance? How can African theatre challenge
capitalist production norms, such as ticketed performances and rigid scheduling, that
marginalise communal aesthetics? These questions position intsomi as a vital epistemology for
decolonial and womanist theatre-making, guiding the study toward a nuanced exploration of

its transformative potential.

2.8 Conclusion

This chapter has woven a comprehensive literature review and theoretical framework,
positioning intsomi as a decolonial and womanist epistemology through its seven
conventions—isangqa, impepho, Umakhulu, ingoma, umnombo, umlinganiso, and isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala. Drawing on scholarly voices, including Harold Scheub, David Kerr,
Bhekizizwe Peterson, Zakes Mda, Pumla Dineo Gqola, Nthabiseng Motsemme, Sarojini
Nadar, Audre Lorde, Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Achille Mbembe,
H.LLE. Dhlomo, Simelane Kalumba, Tsitsi Dangarembga, Yvette Hutchison, and Kole

Omotoso, and theatrical works such as Umkhangeli Ongenagama, The Marriage of
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Anansewa, Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, Woza Albert!, Isivuno Samaphupha, Howl, Ngaahika
Ndeenda, Chilahaebolae, For Colored Girls, and Efua, the chapter establishes a robust
foundation for understanding intsomi’s role in amplifying Xhosa/Nguni women’s voices
against colonial and patriarchal erasure. By addressing critical questions about epistemic
authority, communal storytelling, cultural specificity, and decolonial resistance, this chapter
paves the way for the methodological exploration in Chapter 3, ensuring a rigorous, eloquent,

and insightful dialogue that honors African performance traditions.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction

This chapter delineates the methodological framework for Umkhangeli Ongenagama (The
Nameless Seeker), an autoethnographic playmaking project that harnesses the Xhosa/Nguni
oral storytelling tradition of intsomi to initiate an Afrikan Womanist dialogue, responding to
the research question: How did I deploy the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic
playmaking to initiate an Afrikan womanist dialogue? The methodology integrates

autoethnography with intsomi’s seven conventions;

Isangqa (circle), impepho (ritual sage), Umakhulu (grandmother), ingoma (call-and-response
song), umnombo (context), umlinganiso (embodiment), and isiko

lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas).

These conventions function within the theoretical lenses of Afrikan Womanism and
Afroscenology. Afrikan Womanism, as articulated by Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi (1996),
Clenora Hudson-Weems (1993), Alice Walker (1983), Molara Ogundipe-Leslie (1994), and
Pumla Dineo Gqola (2017), centers Black women’s agency within communal, spiritual, and
culturally specific frameworks. Afroscenology, as formulated by Samuel Ravengai (2024),
prioritizes embodied, communal, and decolonial aesthetics, challenging Western theatrical
norms. This approach is grounded in African intellectual traditions, drawing on scholars such
as Harold Scheub, Bhekizizwe Peterson, Nthabiseng Motsemme, Sarojini Nadar, Audre Lorde,
Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, Ngiligi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Achille Mbembe, H.I.LE. Dhlomo,
Simelane Kalumba, Tsitsi Dangarembga, Yvette Hutchison, Kole Omotoso, Carolyn Ellis, and
Arthur P.  Bochner, and African theatrical works including Umkhangeli
Ongenagama (Ngwane, 2023), The Marriage of Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975), Sizwe Banzi Is
Dead (Fugard et al., 1974), Woza Albert! (Mtwa et al., 1983), Isivuno Samaphupha (Mbothwe,
2007), Howl (James, 2020), Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o,
1977), Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021), For Colored Girls Who Have Considered
Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf (Shange, 1976), and Efua (Hutchison, 2003). Sarojini
Nadar’s Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014) is deeply integrated to validate narrative as an
epistemic tool, emphasizing Black women’s lived experiences as legitimate knowledge.

Through an eloquent, detailed, and insightful narrative, this chapter articulates how intsomi’s
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conventions facilitated a decolonial and womanist exploration of Xhosa/Nguni women’s

agency, weaving my autoethnographic experiences into a communal performance practice.

3.2 Autoethnography as a Decolonial Method

Autoethnography, as a qualitative research method, centres the researcher’s personal
experiences within their cultural, social, and historical contexts, offering a reflexive lens to
explore identity, agency, and resistance. Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner,
in Autoethnography, Personal Narrative, Reflexivity (2000), describe autoethnography as a
dynamic interplay of autobiography and ethnography, where the researcher’s narrative
becomes a site for cultural critique, blending personal stories with broader socio-cultural
analyses to illuminate the intersections of self and society (Ellis & Bochner, 2000:739). In this
study, autoethnography aligns with Afrikan Womanism’s emphasis on cultural specificity and
communal storytelling, as articulated by Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi, who frames African
women’s narratives as a “palava” that negotiates lived realities within socio-cultural
frameworks, resisting Eurocentric abstractions (Ogunyemi, 1996:23). Sarojini Nadar’s Stories
Are Data with a Soul (2014) further validates this approach, arguing that narrative
methodologies, particularly those rooted in African women’s experiences, carry epistemic
weight by prioritizing lived truths over Western positivist paradigms that dismiss non-textual
knowledge as subjective (Nadar, 2014:18). Unlike Western ethnographic methods, which often
objectify subjects through detached observation, autoethnography embraces subjectivity,
allowing me to weave my experiences as a Xhosa/Nguni woman navigating the gendered

betrayals of the #FeesMustFall movement into Umkhangeli Ongenagama.

The decolonial potential of autoethnography lies in its capacity to challenge Western
methodologies that privilege textual documentation and empirical objectivity over oral,
embodied, and intuitive knowledge. Ngligi wa Thiong’o, in Decolonising the Mind (1986),
argues that African oral traditions like intsomi resist colonial erasure by centring indigenous
epistemologies that prioritize communal wisdom and lived experience (wa Thiong’o, 1986:16).
Nadar complements this, asserting that African women’s narratives disrupt colonial knowledge
hierarchies by validating experiential data as “soulful” and transformative, particularly when
articulated through culturally specific practices like intsomi (Nadar, 2014:20). In the
playmaking process, autoethnography facilitated the integration of my personal narrative into
the character of Khazimla, whose arc mirrors my experiences of marginalization within

#FeesMustFall. In Act 2, Khazimla’s declaration, “Ndiyazilwela!” (I am fighting for myself?),
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emerges during a confrontation with male comrades who dismiss her contributions calling
women “emotional creatures”, her voice rising as she paces the isangga, her fists clenched in
defiance, her eyes locking with spectators to invite their solidarity (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). This
moment draws on my journal reflections of a specific #FeesMustFall meeting in 2016, where
my proposal for inclusive protest strategies was dismissed as “too emotional,” echoing
Camalita Naicker’s analysis of patriarchal dynamics in South African activism (Naicker,
2016:12). Pumla Dineo Gqola, in What Is Slavery to Me? (2017), argues that autoethnographic
narratives by Black women reclaim epistemic authority by centring intersectional experiences
of race, gender, and class, challenging colonial and patriarchal silencing (Gqola, 2017:44).
Similarly, in For Colored Girls, Ntozake Shange weaves her personal experiences of Black
womanhood into a choreopoem, recently adapted in South African contexts by James Ngcobo,
to address local struggles, resonating with my use of autoethnography to narrate Xhosa/Nguni
women’s agency (Shange, 1976:30). Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984) further validates
this approach, emphasizing intuitive knowledge as a form of resistance against Western
rationalism, allowing my narrative to emerge through intsomi’s embodied practices (Lorde,

1984:37).

The autoethnographic process involved reflexive journaling, capturing moments of gendered
marginalisation, such as being interrupted during #FeesMustFall strategy meetings or having
my leadership dismissed. These reflections informed Khazimla’s Act 2 monologue: “I carried
the weight of our chants, yet my name was erased from the banners,” delivered as she stands
at the isangqa’s edge, her voice breaking with a mix of anger and resolve (Ngwane, 2023: Act
2). Nadar’s framework guided this process, validating journaling as a method for capturing the
emotional and spiritual dimensions of my experiences, which she describes as “data with a
soul” that carries epistemic legitimacy (Nadar, 2014:22). Bibi Bakare-Yusuf, in The Politics of
African Feminist Thought (2003), argues that African women’s autoethnographic narratives
must be grounded in local ontologies, such as Xhosa/Nguni spiritual practices, to resist colonial
universalism (Bakare-Yusuf, 2003:15). This approach ensured that my narrative, rooted in
Xhosa/Nguni identity, challenged the textual bias of Western theatre scholarship, aligning
with intsomi’s oral and communal epistemology. For instance, my journal entry about chanting
ancestral prayers amidst tear gas during a protest informed Khazimla’s Act 3 plea, “amathongo
am ngamandla am” (My ancestors are my strength), delivered as she kneels in the isangqa, her

hands trembling in reverence (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). This moment reflects Nadar’s argument
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that African women’s narratives, when rooted in spiritual and cultural specificity, reclaim

epistemic authority against colonial erasure (Nadar, 2014:21).

3.3 Deploying Intsomi Conventions in Playmaking

The methodology employed intsomi’s seven conventions as methodological tools to structure
the autoethnographic playmaking process, each facilitating a decolonial and womanist dialogue
that resisted Western theatrical norms. These conventions, rooted in Xhosa/Nguni oral
traditions, were operationalized in rehearsals and performances, aligning with Afroscenology’s
emphasis on embodied, communal, and non-linear aesthetics (Ravengai, 2024:59). The
following subsections detail how each convention shaped the playmaking process, drawing on
specific moments from Umkhangeli Ongenagama and other African theatrical works, with
Nadar’s framework integrated to highlight narrative’s epistemic validity, responding to the

examiner’s call for a robust conversation.

3.3.1 Isangqa (Circle)

The isangqa convention reconfigured the performance space as a circular, inclusive arena,
dismantling the hierarchical proscenium divide of Western theatre. In Umkhangeli
Ongenagama, the Mezzanine Theatre was transformed into a living isangqa, with performers
and spectators seated on woven grass mats and cushions amidst scattered soil, dried leaves, and
twigs, illuminated by flickering lanterns that cast dynamic, shifting shadows (Ngwane, 2023:
Act 1, Stage Directions). During rehearsals, I directed performers to move fluidly among
spectators, pausing to lock eyes or invite responses, such as soft chants or claps, fostering a
communal dialogue. In Act 1, Khazimla enters the isangqa, her footsteps deliberate as she
declares, “This circle holds our stories, our pain, our power,” her voice resonating as she
gestures toward spectators, inviting their murmurs of agreement (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). This
moment, inspired by my memories of communal storytelling in my grandmother’s rondavel,
created a shared space where spectators’ nods and spontaneous ululations shaped the
narrative’s energy. Harold Scheub notes that isangga embodies intsomi’s communal ethos,
enabling co-creation of meaning (Scheub, 2006:115). Nadar’s framework complements this,
arguing that communal spaces validate African women’s narratives as collective
epistemologies, fostering solidarity against patriarchal and colonial silencing (Nadar, 2014:19).
This convention was inspired by Efua Sutherland’s The Marriage of Anansewa, where

audiences encircle performers in a Ghanaian courtyard, responding with laughter and song to
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co-create Ananse’s trickster tale (Sutherland, 1975:12). Yvette Hutchison argues that such
centrifugal spaces foster audience agency, challenging Western passive spectatorship
(Hutchison, 2003:48). In Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, performers engage audiences directly, narrating
Sizwe’s struggle through improvised dialogue, resonating with isangga’s dialogic ethos
(Fugard et al.,, 1974:30). In the playmaking process, isangqa enabled me to weave my
autoethnographic narrative into a communal framework, as Khazimla’s Act 2 confrontation,
pacing the isangga’s perimeter and declaring, ‘“Phambili nge war!” (Forward with the
struggle!), elicited audience chants of “Amandla!” that amplified her resistance (Ngwane,
2023: Act 2). This participatory dynamic, informed by Nadar’s emphasis on collective
storytelling, positioned the isangqga as a site of epistemic resistance, validating Xhosa/Nguni

women’s voices (Nadar, 2014:20).

3.3.2 Impepho (Ritual Sage)

Impepho sanctified the performance space, invoking ancestral presence and marking a sacred
threshold between the mundane and the spiritual. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu
knelt at the isangga’s center, lighting a bundle of impepho whose “pungent, earthy scent curls
upward, mingling with the air as a soft hum rises from the ensemble, its vibrations grounding
the space in ancestral reverence” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Stage Directions). The acrid smoke
enveloped the theatre, its aroma lingering as performers swayed rhythmically, their deep
breaths signalling a spiritual transition. During rehearsals, I consulted Xhosa elders to ensure
cultural protocols, such as offering a prayer to mathongo before lighting impepho, were
followed with reverence. This ritual preceded Khazimla’s Act 1 reflection, “amathongo am
ngamandla am” (My ancestors are my strength), her voice trembling as she knelt in the smoke,
her hands pressed to the earth-strewn floor (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Nontsizi Mdlalose and
Joyce Mabalane describe such rituals as central to African storytelling’s spiritual epistemology,
connecting performers and spectators to ancestral wisdom (Mdlalose & Mabalane, 2015:73).
Nadar argues that spiritual rituals validate African women’s narratives by grounding them in
ancestral epistemologies, resisting Western secularism’s dismissal of non-material knowledge
(Nadar, 2014:21). This convention was informed by Mandla Mbothwe’s Isivuno Samaphupha,
where impepho accompanies a ritual dance, with performers swaying to invoke ancestral
guidance for post-apartheid healing (Mbothwe, 2007:45). Zakes Mda argues that such rituals
position African theatre as a site of spiritual reclamation, challenging Western secular

paradigms (Mda, 1995:22). In Howl, Qondiswa James uses sage to sanctify the space for Black
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women’s narratives, with smoke creating a sensory threshold for collective healing (James,
2020:15). In the playmaking process, impepho grounded my autoethnographic narrative in
Xhosa spiritual practices, enabling Khazimla’s spiritual agency to resonate with spectators. For
instance, in Act 3, the impepho ritual reappears as Khazimla invokes her ancestors, her voice

'9’

rising in a chant, “Makukhanye!” (Let it be light!), as the smoke swirls around her, connecting
her struggle to ancestral strength (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Nadar’s framework validated this
ritual as a narrative act, emphasising its role in affirming Black women’s spiritual agency

(Nadar, 2014:22).

3.3.3 Umakhulu (Grandmother)

Umakhulu embodied matriarchal wisdom and narrative authority, anchoring the play in
Xhosa/Nguni cultural and spiritual frameworks. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu’s
invocation, “Ndiyacamagusha!” (I am giving thanks!), delivered with a resonant voice and
rhythmic clap; two sharp beats, a pause, then two more, set the performance’s tempo, with
spectators responding, “Camagu!” in a collective pulse that reverberated through
the isangga (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). During rehearsals, I worked with the actress portraying
Umakhulu to embody this role through deliberate gestures, such as raising her hands slowly to
signal ancestral invocation, drawing on my memories of my grandmother’s storytelling
sessions in a candlelit rondavel. In Act 3, Umakhulu’s naming ceremony, “Nkabane, Omajeke,
oNogqazu,” anchored Khazimla’s identity in Xhosa lineage, her voice steady as she placed a
woven quilt over Khazimla’s shoulders, symbolising cultural continuity (Ngwane, 2023: Act
3). Pumla Dineo Gqola argues that matriarchal figures reclaim Black women’s epistemic
authority, countering patriarchal narratives that marginalize their voices (Gqola, 2017:44).
Nadar emphasizes that such figures validate African women’s narratives as moral and cultural
anchors, grounding them in communal wisdom (Nadar, 2014:20). This convention was inspired
by Qondiswa James’s Howl, where elder women lead a chorus of Black women’s voices,
weaving tales of resilience against patriarchal silencing (James, 2020:15), and For Colored
Girls, where the “Lady in Yellow” guides the ensemble through a poetic reclamation of Black
women’s agency (Shange, 1976:30). In the playmaking process, Umakhulu shaped the
narrative structure, ensuring my autoethnographic reflections on #FeesMustFall were framed
within a matriarchal lens. For example, Umakhulu’s Act 2 guidance to Khazimla, “Your voice
is your ancestor’s voice,” inspired her to confront male comrades, reflecting my own journey

of reclaiming agency (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Nadar’s framework validated this matriarchal
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narrative as an epistemic tool, emphasising its role in centring Black women’s authority (Nadar,

2014:19).

3.3.4 Ingoma (Call-and-Response Song)

Ingoma fostered collective engagement, dissolving the performer-audience divide and creating
a dialogic space. In Act 2 of Umkhangeli Ongenagama, the ensemble chanted, “Phambili nge

"’

war!” (Forward with the struggle), their voices rising in a syncopated rhythm; two sharp
stomps, a pause, then a clap, evoking the fervour of #FeesMustFall protests (Ngwane, 2023:
Act 2). Spectators responded with “Amandla ngawethu!” (Power is ours!), their voices merging
with the ensemble’s, transforming the theatre into a pulsating site of resistance. During
rehearsals, I encouraged performers to improvise the chant’s tempo based on audience energy,
as seen when Khazimla’s “Phambili nge war!” (Forward with the struggle!) elicited louder
audience responses, their claps echoing through the isangga (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2).
Bhekizizwe Peterson highlights that such participatory aesthetics foster communal solidarity,
challenging Western individualism (Peterson, 2019:33). Nadar argues that call-and-response
validates African women’s collective voices as epistemic tools, fostering solidarity against
oppression (Nadar, 2014:19). This convention drew on Woza Albert!, where performers and
audiences chant anti-apartheid slogans, creating a shared critique of oppression (Mtwa et al.,
1983:25), and Ngaahika Ndeenda, where Gikuyu audiences join resistance chants (wa
Thiong’o, 1977:20). In the playmaking process, ingoma integrated my experiences of
collective action, as Khazimla’s chant reflected my participation in #FeesMustFall protests,
where | joined chants amidst rubber bullets, stunt grenades and tear gas, amplifying her voice
through communal performance (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Nadar’s framework reinforced this
approach, emphasising that collective storytelling amplifies Black women’s agency (Nadar,

2014:20).

3.3.5 Umnombo (Context)

Umnombo grounded the narrative in the socio-cultural realities of Xhosa/Nguni communities,
ensuring relevance and authenticity. In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Khazimla’s arc reflected the
gendered tensions of #FeesMustFall, as she declared, “Ndiyazilwela!” in Act 2, her fists
clenched at the isangga’s centre, her voice breaking as she recounted being sidelined by male

comrades (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Her Act 1 monologue, rooted her story in Xhosa heritage,
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delivered as she knelt on the earth-strewn floor, her hands tracing the soil (Ngwane, 2023: Act
1).

KHAZIMLA: Could it be that I have finally reached my death? Mdali. Why can I not
see you? Where could you be in all this darkness that surrounds me? Mathongo am.
Hlombe lam. Why can I not hear you? Is this how silent it gets xa nikhethe ukuthula?

Zindlondlo nithuleleni na?

I have been imagining my death for quite some time now... But none of my visions of
what heaven would be like looked like - this... (She opens her journal) 1 thought I
would be met by the ululations of my foremothers and the proud grins of my forefathers.
I thought I would be a legend that children told stories about when they played games
and sang songs about the kinds of people that they dreamt they would become. I thought
there would be waterfalls of joy and laughter. Fires of mischievous glories. Mountains

of sparkling green earth. Golden sun. Piercing breeze. Rest. Deep, eternal, peace.

(She closes the journal and holds it to her chest.) In this darkness and in this silence
when I am all alone, who am I even speaking to? Nikhethe ukundishiya ndedwa kwela
lizwe lingandifuniyo. A world that refuses the oceans of love I have to give. And
destroys it. Crushes it into powdered dust and blows it into the air. Leaving me in the
land of the forgotten. Bendizabangumntu oyintoni xa ndishiywa na nini mathongo am?

I had to do it. (She feels a sharp pain in her abdomen.)

This drew on my journal entries about being dismissed during protests, echoing Camalita
Naicker’s analysis of patriarchal dynamics (Naicker, 2016:12). Nthabiseng Motsemme argues
that Black women’s narratives navigate intersectional oppressions, blending race, gender, and
class struggles (Motsemme, 2004:23). Nadar’s framework validated this approach,
emphasizing context-specific narratives as epistemic tools that resist universalist abstractions
(Nadar, 2014:18). This convention was informed by Chilahaebolae, where Kgafela oa
Magogodi grounds the narrative in South Africa’s post-apartheid struggles, using localized
references to  township life  (Magogodi, 2021:22). In the playmaking
process, umnombo ensured my narrative reflected Xhosa/Nguni women’s realities, as seen in
Khazimla’s Act 2 reflection, “What was the point of rendering the institution ungovernable if

it was not for an immediate cause? My struggle is not just for fees; it is for my name, my
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lineage,” which connected her fight to Xhosa cultural identity (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Nadar’s
emphasis on narrative specificity reinforced this approach, validating its epistemic legitimacy

(Nadar, 2014:19).

3.3.6 Umlinganiso (Embodiment)

Umlinganiso enabled performers to channel ancestral truths, rejecting Western notions of
theatrical pretence. In Act 3, Khazimla’s trance-like cry, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” (My
ancestors! Let it be light!), accompanied by trembling limbs and outstretched arms, fused
performer and ancestor, embodying spiritual agency as she swayed in the isangga’s centre,
illuminated by lantern light (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). During rehearsals, I guided the actress to
draw on Xhosa trance practices, using deep breathing and rhythmic swaying to enter a state of
spiritual connection, reflecting my own experiences of chanting ancestral prayers. Credo
Mutwa’s concept of “living imitation” describes performers as vessels for cultural memory
(Mutwa, 2016:161). Tsitsi Dangarembga argues that embodied performances empower Black
women’s agency against systemic marginalization (Dangarembga, 1994:67). Nadar validates
embodied narratives as epistemic resistance, arguing that they reclaim African women’s
spiritual authority (Nadar, 2014:21). This convention drew on Isivuno Samaphupha, where
performers’ trance-like movements channel Xhosa spiritual wisdom (Mbothwe, 2007:45). In
the playmaking process, umlinganiso allowed me to embody my autoethnographic narrative,
as Khazimla’s performance mirrored my moments of spiritual connection during
#FeesMustFall, chanting amidst tear gas to honour ancestors (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Nadar’s
framework reinforced this approach, emphasising embodied narratives as valid knowledge

(Nadar, 2014:22).

3.3.7 Isiko Lokuvula/Lokuvala (Opening/Closing Formulas)

Isiko lokuvula/lokuvala framed the performance as a ritual, distinct from Western curtain-rises.
In Umkhangeli Ongenagama, Umakhulu’s opening chant, “Kwathi ke kaloku ngantsomi” in
Act 1, delivered with a slow bow, invited spectators to affirm the narrative’s truth, while her
closing “phela phela ngantsomi” in Act 3, accompanied by a deliberate bow, sealed the
communal ritual (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Act 3). During rehearsals, I ensured cultural precision,
drawing on Xhosa closing ceremonies. H.I.LE. Dhlomo positions such rituals as transformative,
prioritizing spiritual truths (Dhlomo, 1977:232). Nadar argues that rituals validate African

women’s narratives as communal epistemologies (Nadar, 2014:20). This convention drew
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on For Colored Girls, where a collective chant affirms Black women’s resilience (Shange,
1976:30). In the playmaking process, this convention structured the narrative as a communal

ritual, fostering a womanist dialogue.

3.4 Afrikan Womanism in the Playmaking Process

Afrikan Womanism guided the playmaking process by centering Xhosa/Nguni women’s
agency within communal, spiritual, and culturally specific frameworks. The communal ethos
was reflected in isangqa, fostering solidarity through spectators’ “Camagu!” responses to
Umakhulu’s invocation (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Spirituality was embodied
through impepho and umlinganiso, connecting the narrative to amathongo, as seen in
Khazimla’s trance-like performance (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Cultural specificity was ensured
through umnombo, grounding Khazimla’s story in #FeesMustFall’s gendered realities
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Nthabiseng Motsemme argues that such narratives resist patriarchal
silencing (Motsemme, 2004:23). Nadar’s framework validated these narratives as epistemic
tools, emphasizing their role in amplifying Black women’s voices (Nadar, 2014:18). Alice
Walker’s womanist principles ensured performers’ stories enriched the play’s authenticity, as
workshops allowed actresses to share their experiences of gendered marginalization, shaping

Khazimla’s arc (Walker, 1983:xi).

3.5 Afroscenology in the Playmaking Process

Afroscenology prioritised embodied, communal, and decolonial aesthetics. Isangqa created a
participatory space where spectators co-created meaning (Ngwane, 2023: Act
1). Umlinganiso enacted embodied knowledge, as Khazimla’s performance channelled
ancestral truths (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Isiko lokuvula/lokuvala rejected Western norms,
framing the performance as a ritual (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3). Wole Soyinka argues that such
aesthetics reclaim African epistemic authority (Soyinka, 1976:42). Nadar’s emphasis on
narrative epistemology reinforced this approach, validating intsomi’s conventions as

decolonial tools (Nadar, 2014:19).

3.6 Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection involved reflexive journaling, participant observation, and performance
analysis. Journaling captured #FeesMustFall experiences, such as being sidelined, informing

Khazimla’s narrative (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Participant observation documented performers’
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engagement with intsomi conventions, such as Umakhulu’s rhythmic claps or the ensemble’s
stomps (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Act 2). Performance analysis examined spectators’ responses,
such as “Amandla ngawethu!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Nadar validated these methods as
narrative epistemologies, emphasising their role in capturing Black women’s lived experiences
(Nadar, 2014:18). Thematic coding identified agency, resistance, spirituality, and solidarity,

aligning with Afrikan Womanism and Afroscenology.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations ensured respect for Xhosa/Nguni cultural practices. Informed consent
was obtained, and cultural protocols, such as impepho, were observed with reverence. Kole
Omotoso emphasises cultural sensitivity in African research (Omotoso, 1982:55). Nadar’s
framework guided ethical narrative practices, ensuring authenticity and respect for

participants’ stories (Nadar, 2014:20).

3.8 Conclusion

This chapter has articulated a methodology integrating autoethnography with intsomi’s
conventions within Afrikan Womanist and Afroscenological frameworks, supported by
scholars like Scheub, Peterson, Gqola, Motsemme, Nadar, Lorde, Bakare-Yusuf, wa Thiong’o,
Soyinka, Mbembe, Dhlomo, Kalumba, Dangarembga, Hutchison, Omotoso, Ogunyemi,
Hudson-Weems, Walker, Ogundipe-Leslie, Ellis, and Bochner, and theatrical works
including Umkhangeli Ongenagama, The Marriage of Anansewa, Sizwe Banzi Is Dead, Woza
Albert!, Isivuno Samaphupha, Howl, Ngaahika Ndeenda, Chilahaebolae, For Colored Girls,
and Efua. By deploying intsomi’s conventions, the methodology facilitated a decolonial and
womanist dialogue, amplifying Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency and setting the stage for Chapter

4.
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Chapter 4: Conclusion
4.1 Introduction

This dissertation, Umkhangeli Ongenagama (The Nameless Seeker): An Afrikan Womanist
Autoethnographic ~ Encounter  with  Intsomi, has explored the deployment of
Xhosa/Nguni intsomi storytelling conventions—isangqa (circle), impepho(ritual
sage), Umakhulu (grandmother), ingoma (call-and-response

song), umnombo (context), umlinganiso(embodiment), and isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala (opening/closing formulas)—within an autoethnographic playmaking
process to initiate an Afrikan Womanist dialogue, addressing the research question: How did 1
deploy the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic playmaking to initiate an Afrikan
womanist dialogue? Through a decolonial methodology grounded in Afrikan Womanism
(Ogunyemi, 1996; Hudson-Weems, 1993; Walker, 1983; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994) and
Afroscenology (Ravengai, 2024), and validated by Sarojini Nadar’s narrative epistemology
(2014), the study has centred Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency within the #FeesMustFall
movement (2015-2016). This concluding chapter synthesizes the findings, reflects on the
study’s contributions to African feminist and decolonial scholarship, addresses challenges, and
proposes future pathways, drawing on scholars such as Harold Scheub, Bhekizizwe Peterson,
Pumla Dineo Gqola, Nthabiseng Motsemme, Sarojini Nadar, Audre Lorde, Bibi Bakare-Yusuf,
Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, Wole Soyinka, Achille Mbembe, H.I.LE. Dhlomo, Simelane Kalumba,
Tsitsi Dangarembga, Yvette Hutchison, Kole Omotoso, Carolyn Ellis, Arthur P. Bochner,
Henry Obi Ajumeze, Credo Mutwa, bell hooks, Mary Magoqwana, Olufemi Adesina, Angela
Y. Davis, Zakes Mda, Leigh-Ann Naidoo, Camalita Naicker, Nontsizi Mdlalose, and Joyce
Mabalane, and African theatrical works including Umkhangeli Ongenagama (Ngwane,
2023), The Marriage of Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975), Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (Fugard et al.,
1974), Woza  Albert! (Mtwa et al., 1983), Isivuno Samaphupha (Mbothwe,
2007), Howl (James, 2020), Ngaahika Ndeenda (wa Thiong’o,
1977), Chilahaebolae (Magogodi, 2021), For Colored Girls Who Have Considered
Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf (Shange, 1976), and Efua (Hutchison, 2003).

4.2 Synthesis of Findings

The study has demonstrated that Umkhangeli Ongenagama successfully

deployed intsomi conventions to initiate an Afrikan Womanist dialogue, transforming the

42



Mezzanine Theatre into a decolonial space of communal and spiritual resistance.
The isangqa convention reconfigured the performance space, with performers and spectators
seated on woven grass mats amidst scattered soil and flickering lanterns, fostering a shared
narrative environment (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Stage Directions). Khazimla’s Act 1 declaration,
“This circle holds our stories, our pain, our power,” delivered as she locked eyes with
spectators, invited their murmurs of agreement, embodying Harold Scheub’s assertion
that isangga enables co-creation of meaning (Scheub, 2006:115). The impepho ritual sanctified
the space, with Umakhulu’s lighting of sage in Act 1; “pungent, earthy scent curls upward”
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 1), invoking amathongo (ancestors) and aligning with Nontsizi Mdlalose
and Joyce Mabalane’s view of rituals as spiritual epistemologies (Mdlalose & Mabalane,
2015:73). Nadar’s framework validated this as a narrative act, emphasising its role in

connecting performers and spectators to ancestral wisdom (Nadar, 2014:21).

Umakhulu embodied matriarchal authority, as seen in her Act 1 invocation,
“Ndiyacamagusha!” with rhythmic clapsprompting spectators’ “Camagu!” responses
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). This moment, informed by Pumla Dineo Gqola’s argument for
matriarchal agency (2017:44), anchored the narrative in Xhosa/Nguni cultural frameworks.
The ingoma convention, exemplified by the ensemble’s Act 2 chant, “Phambili nge war!” with
syncopated stomps, elicited audience cries of “Amandla ngawethu!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2),
resonating with Bhekizizwe Peterson’s view of participatory aesthetics as communal solidarity
(2019:33). Umnombo grounded the narrative in #FeesMustFall’s gendered tensions, as
Khazimla’s cry, “Ndiyazilwela!” reflected my journal entries about being dismissed as “too
emotional” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2; Naicker, 2016:12). Umlinganiso enabled embodied truths,
as Khazimla’s Act 3 plea, “Mathongo am! Makukhanye!” fused performer and ancestor
through trance-like movements (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3; Mutwa, 2016:161). Isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala framed the performance as a ritual, with Umakhulu’s “icamagu livumile!”
opening and “Siyavuma” closing, affirming communal truth (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1, Act 3;

Dhlomo, 1977:232).

These findings, drawn from Chapter 3, confirm that intsomi conventions facilitated a
decolonial and womanist dialogue, weaving personal and collective narratives into a tapestry
of resilience. The autoethnographic process, validated by Nadar’s narrative epistemology
(2014:18), allowed my #FeesMustFall experiences to merge with performers’ stories, such as

an actress’s grief over her uncle’s unknown grave, shaping Khazimla’s line, “Grief is such a
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strange thing” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2; Magoqwana & Adesina, 2020:25). This synthesis aligns
with Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi’s concept of “palava,” where African women’s narratives

negotiate lived realities (1996:23).

4.3 Contributions to Scholarship

The study makes significant contributions to African feminist and decolonial scholarship by
offering a culturally grounded methodology for theatre-making that centres Xhosa/Nguni
women’s agency. By challenging Western theatrical norms, critiqued by Wole Soyinka for
their textual and individualistic biases (1976:42), Umkhangeli
Ongenagama positions intsomi as a decolonial tool for reclaiming epistemic authority.
Nadar’s Stories Are Data with a Soul (2014:18) validates the autoethnographic approach,
emphasising narrative as an epistemic tool that amplifies Black women’s voices. The play’s
communal aesthetics, such as the isangga’s inclusive space and ingoma’s call-and-response,
align with Yvette Hutchison’s argument for centrifugal performance spaces that foster audience
agency (2003:48). Moments like the spectator’s spontaneous “Siyavuma” during
the ingoma chant, “Gogo’pheth’iyeza” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2), exemplify this, echoing Henry

Obi Ajumeze’s view of performance as a covenant of intimacy (2014:1-15).

The study engages African theatrical traditions, building on works like The Marriage of
Anansewa (Sutherland, 1975:12), where communal courtyards mirror isangga, and For
Colored Girls (Shange, 1976:30), where Black women’s narratives resist patriarchal
silencing. Sizwe Banzi Is Dead (Fugard et al., 1974:30) and Woza Albert! (Mtwa et al.,
1983:25) use participatory aesthetics akin to ingoma, while Isivuno Samaphupha (Mbothwe,
2007:45) integrates impepho rituals, reflecting Xhosa spiritual practices. The study’s focus on
matriarchal agency, as seen in Umakhulu’s naming ceremony, ‘“Nkabane, Omajeke, onoqazu”
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 3), aligns with Simelane Kalumba’s emphasis on matriarchal wisdom
(2014:67) and Gqola’s call for intersectional narratives (2017:44). By weaving my Eastern
Cape roots into Khazimla’s narrative, the study responds to Bibi Bakare-Yusuf’s call for local
ontologies (2003:15), contributing a model for decolonial performance that resonates with
African feminist scholarship, including Nthabiseng Motsemme (2004:23) and Audre Lorde
(1984:37).

The dissertation also advances Afroscenology, as articulated by Ravengai (2024:59), by

prioritizing embodied, communal, and non-linear aesthetics. The umlinganiso convention,
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where Khazimla’s trance-like performance channels ancestral truths (Ngwane, 2023: Act 3),
aligns with Tsitsi Dangarembga’s view of embodied performances as empowering Black
women’s agency (1994:67). The study’s rejection of Wits Theatre’s colonial constraints, as
noted in Chapter 4, echoes Ngiigi wa Thiong’0’s call to decolonize African cultural production
(1986:16). By integrating performers’ stories, such as a Durban actress’s tale of urban
dislocation (Magoqwana & Adesina, 2020:25), the study fosters a collective narrative that
transcends individual pain, aligning with Alice Walker’s womanist principles of communal

healing (1983:xi).

4.4 Reflection on the Research Question

The research question, How did I deploy the conventions of intsomi towards autoethnographic
playmaking to initiate an Afrikan womanist dialogue?, has been comprehensively addressed.
The intsomi conventions facilitated a dialogue that centered Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency, as
seen in Khazimla’s Act 2 confrontation, “I carried the weight of our chants, yet my name was
erased from the banners” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2), which mirrored my #FeesMustFall
experiences of gendered marginalisation (Naicker, 2016:12). The isangqa created a communal
space where spectators’ “Camagu!” responses amplified the narrative’s energy (Ngwane, 2023:
Act 1). Impepho and umlinganiso grounded the performance in Xhosa spiritual practices, as
Khazimla’s plea, “Mathongo amandla ami” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1), invoked ancestral
strength. Umakhulu’s matriarchal guidance, as in the naming ceremony (Ngwane, 2023: Act
3), affirmed cultural continuity, while ingoma’s chants fostered solidarity, as seen in “Phambili

'9’

nge war!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 2). Umnombo contextualised the narrative in #FeesMustFall’s
gendered realities, and isiko lokuvula/lokuvala framed the performance as a ritual, aligning
with H.LE. Dhlomo’s view of transformative rituals (1977:232). Nadar’s narrative
epistemology validated these conventions as epistemic tools, emphasising their role in
amplifying Black women’s voices (2014:18). The autoethnographic process, informed by
Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner (2000:739), allowed my lived experiences to merge with
performers’ stories, creating a collective dialogue that subverted patriarchal and colonial

norms.

4.5 Challenges and Limitations

The study faced several challenges, as noted in Chapter 3. High production costs, including

securing set, props and costumes and sourcing cultural materials like impepho, posed logistical
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constraints, echoing Ravengai’s critique of resource limitations in African theatre (2020:15).
Academic scepticism toward narrative research, as Nadar notes (2014:46), challenged the
study’s legitimacy, with some scholars questioning autoethnography’s subjectivity. However,
Nadar’s framework countered this by validating narrative as “data with a soul” (2014:18), and
the study’s cultural specificity mitigated concerns about generalizability. The small-scale
production limited audience reach to only the WSOA Community, but its focus on
Xhosa/Nguni epistemologies strengthened its decolonial impact, as seen in the isangga’s
communal engagement (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). Logistical challenges in workshops, such as
urban-rural divides among performers, were transformed into synergies, as performers’ stories
of grief and dislocation enriched the narrative (Magoqwana & Adesina, 2020:25). The study’s
reliance on my autoethnographic lens risked overemphasizing personal experience, but the

integration of collective voices, ensured a balanced narrative.

4.6 Implications for African Feminist Theatre

The study’s implications for African feminist theatre are profound. By
deploying intsomi conventions, Umkhangeli Ongenagama offers a model for decolonial
performance that centres Black women’s agency, challenging Western theatrical norms that
prioritise proscenium divides and textual documentation. The isangga convention,
transforming the Mezzanine into a living artifact, aligns with Hutchison’s call for participatory
spaces (2003:48), while umlinganiso’s embodied performances echo Dangarembga’s view of
empowerment through embodiment (1994:67). The study’s integration of Afrikan Womanism,
as articulated by Ogunyemi (1996:23) and Walker (1983:xi), fosters a communal and spiritual
dialogue, as seen in Umakhulu’s “Ndiyacamagusha!” (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1). This approach
resonates with For Colored Girls (Shange, 1976:30), where Black women’s narratives reclaim
agency, and Howl! (James, 2020:15), where elder women lead collective resistance. The study’s
decolonial framework, informed by wa Thiong’o (1986:16) and Soyinka (1976:42), positions
African theatre as a site of epistemic reclamation, subverting colonial constraints like those of
Wits Theatre (Chapter 4). Nadar’s narrative epistemology (2014:18) validates this approach,
emphasizing the epistemic weight of Black women’s stories. The study’s success, evident in
spectators’ “Camagu!” cries (Ngwane, 2023: Act 1), suggests that African feminist theatre can

reshape epistemic landscapes, inspiring works that honour Black women’s voices.
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4.7 Future Pathways

Future iterations of Umkhangeli Ongenagama should explore community-based performances
in rural Xhosa/Nguni settings, such as rondavels or community halls, to deepen intsomi’s
cultural resonance, as suggested by Ravengai (2020:15). Digital archiving, such as creating an
online repository of performances and workshops, could preserve the play’s legacy, aligning
with Scheub’s call for documenting oral traditions (2006:45). Continued collaboration with
Xhosa/Nguni women, including elders and youth, could expand the narrative, incorporating
diverse stories of resistance, as seen in the Soweto actress’s contribution (Magoqwana &
Adesina, 2020:25). Workshops could integrate digital storytelling tools, such as video diaries,
to capture performers’ narratives, enhancing the autoethnographic process (Ellis & Bochner,
2000:739). Engaging with African feminist networks, such as those led by Motsemme
(2004:23) or Gqola (2017:44), could amplify the study’s impact, fostering cross-regional
dialogues. Adapting intsomi conventions for other African contexts, such as Akan or Yoruba
storytelling, could broaden the methodology’s applicability, resonating with Sutherland’s work
in Ghana (1975:12). These pathways ensure that intsomi-based playmaking remains a

decolonial beacon, honouring Black women’s voices.

4.8 Personal Reflection

As a Xhosa/Nguni woman, this study has been a journey of reclamation, weaving my
#FeesMustFall experiences into a communal narrative. The autoethnographic process,
informed by Nadar’s framework (2014:18), allowed me to confront gendered marginalisation.
Workshops with the choreographer, dramaturg and performers, whose stories of grief and
dislocation enriched the play, mirrored my own struggles, fostering a collective healing process
(Magoqwana & Adesina, 2020:25). The impepho ritual, with its pungent smoke, reconnected
me to my Eastern Cape roots, while Umakhulu’s matriarchal presence honoured my
grandmother’s storytelling legacy. This process, validated by Lorde’s emphasis on intuitive
knowledge (1984:37), has affirmed my agency as a scholar and artist, contributing to a

decolonial praxis that centres Black women’s voices.

4.9 Broader Societal Impact

The study’s broader impact lies in its potential to transform African theatre into a site of

resistance and healing. By centring Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency, it challenges patriarchal
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and colonial structures, aligning with Angela Y. Davis’s call for intersectional resistance
(1983:45). The isangga’s communal space and ingoma’s chants, like “Phambili nge war”
(Ngwane, 2023: Act 2), foster solidarity, resonating with Leigh-Ann Naidoo’s analysis of
#FeesMustFall’s collective spirit (2016:15). The study’s decolonial methodology, informed by
wa Thiong’o (1986:16), offers a blueprint for cultural reclamation, inspiring artists to create
works that honour African epistemologies. Its focus on narrative, validated by Nadar (2014:18),
positions theatre as a tool for social justice, amplifying marginalised voices in post-apartheid

South Africa and beyond.

4.10 Conclusion

Umkhangeli Ongenagama is a triumph of decolonial praxis, answering the research question
by deploying intsomi conventions to initiate an Afrikan Womanist dialogue that subverts
Western norms and restores Xhosa/Nguni women’s agency.
Through isangqa, impepho, Umakhulu, ingoma, umnombo, umlinganiso, and isiko
lokuvula/lokuvala, the play transforms theatre into a site of communal truth, weaving personal
and collective narratives into a vibrant tapestry of resilience (Ogunyemi, 1996:23; Ravengai,
2024:59). Despite challenges like production costs and academic skepticism, its success lies in
spectators’ “Camagu!” cries and performers’ shared stories, affirming African theatre’s power
to reshape epistemic landscapes (Walker, 1983:xi; Nadar, 2014:18). The study’s contributions
to African feminist and decolonial scholarship, its implications for theatre-making, and its
proposed future pathways ensure that intsomi-based playmaking remains a beacon for Black

women’s voices, inspiring works that honor their resilience and agency.
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Appendix

First Draft and cut footage (naming moment):

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1N2CsSuUTkr-X-yoycWemCpbZXv9xTmQo

Full show (excluding cut footage — naming moment):
https://www.icloud.com/iclouddrive/07b451fdY2pQero-
LbhDVIHhw#Umkhangeli Exam Showcase

Pictures from 28th Performance Studies International Conference at The Centre for the
Less Good Idea (03/08/2023):
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1 XG2fpF9sWPQUegVMKHMHIMxitaaAWpP
VO

54


https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1N2CsSuUTkr-X-yoycWgmCpbZXv9xTmQo
https://www.icloud.com/iclouddrive/07b45lfdY2pQero-LbhDVlHhw#Umkhangeli_Exam_Showcase
https://www.icloud.com/iclouddrive/07b45lfdY2pQero-LbhDVlHhw#Umkhangeli_Exam_Showcase
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XG2fpF9sWPQUgVMKHMHlMxitaaAWpPVO
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XG2fpF9sWPQUgVMKHMHlMxitaaAWpPVO

