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Abstract  

This study aimed to explore how gender is constructed, negotiated and enacted in the customary 

practice of lobolo. Lobolo, sometimes incorrectly referred to as bridewealth or dowry is a practice 

that centres around the transference of wealth from the groom or a groom’s family to the bride’s 

family towards the formalisation of marriage. Framed within an African-centred feminist approach 

I analyse, through narrative discursive analysis, how 27 men and women ages 27 -71, from 

Johannesburg and Cape Town account for gender and power dynamics in their narratives of 

participating in lobolo. The African-centred feminist approach I employ critically engages with 

historical as well as present-day reproductions of patriarchy, capitalism, heteronormativity and 

other mechanisms of exclusion that are perpetuated through the cultural practice of lobolo. I show 

how masculinities and femininities are constituted, negotiated and disputed in the narratives of 

men and women who have participated in lobolo. By employing an African-centered feminist 

approach I show how gendered dynamics within the practice are shaped by historical and 

contemporary social, political and economic factors which enable and constrain the exercise of 

power in various ways. By exploring lobolo through an African-centered feminist narrative 

approach I demonstrate how the process is more than simply a transference of wealth but rather a 

complex practice that is used as an apparatus to exercise and expand power in the different stages 

of the lobolo process. Within this African-centered feminist approach, I argue that lobolo functions 

to legitimise particular gender positions that can be adopted through marriage; but it can also be 

used to challenge and contest these roles. The findings of this study suggested that the different 

stages and process of lobolo reflect a gendered script, which determines the position that men and 

women are able to adopt, and that this script sets the parameters for the ways in which these roles 
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may be enacted. I find also that the meanings and descriptions of lobolo are embedded within, and 

reproduce gendered identities but that these identities are not fixed but rather are constantly 

renegotiated. I conclude that lobolo is not only a custom for formalising marriages but also a tool 

used by men and women to perform a range of sometimes contradictory functions, including at 

times establishing and strengthening hegemonic masculinities and femininities but at other times 

challenging and dismantling these. 

Keywords: African-centred feminism; Masculinities; Femininities; Power; Lobolo/a; Magadi; 

Roora; Customary marriage; African feminism; Feminist psychology; Narrative inquiry; Narrative 

discursive Analysis;  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In Genesis 24, we find two stories about marriage. When Abraham, Isaac’s father, was in his old 

age, he beseeched his servant to find Isaac a wife. Abraham instructed his servant not to find his 

son a wife amongst the people of Canaan, where they were currently living, but rather to go to the 

land of Aram Naharaim1 to find a suitable wife for his son (Gen 24:3, New International Version). 

Abraham was a wealthy man, and he sent his servant off with lots of gifts to give to the bride and 

her family, should he succeed in this journey (Gen 24:10).  

When the servant got to Aram Naharaim, he met a young woman by the name of Rebekah, who 

had come to fetch water at the well. When Rebekah saw the man, she offered to give him some 

water to drink, as well as draw some water for his animals. Once the servant and the animals had 

enough to drink, Rebekah invited the servant to her home. The servant went with Rebekah to her 

home, where she introduced the servant to her mother and brother Laban (Gen 24:19-29). The 

servant told them about his master Abraham, and the instruction he had given him. He also told 

them that he prayed for a sign and Rebekah’s response to his request for water was a sign and as a 

result, he had come to ask for her hand in marriage (24:34-48). Rebekah’s mother and brother 

agreed to this and asked Rebekah if she was willing to go with the man to be Isaac’s wife, to which 

 

1 Biblical term for a region in Upper Mesopotamia along the elbow of the Euphrates River. 
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she agreed. Upon agreeing, the servant unloaded the gifts with which he had arrived. Some he gave 

to Rebekah, and some to her mother and brother, and they went on their way back to Canaan the 

next morning (Gen 24:53-61). 

Five chapters later, in Genesis 29: 1-30, we are introduced to Jacob, son of Isaac and Rebekah, 

now in Aram Naharaim. These verses tell the story of how Jacob laboured to marry Rachel, the 

second daughter of Laban. In Genesis it reads, “After Jacob had stayed and worked in Laban’s 

home for months, Laban said to him, just because you are a relative of mine, should you work for 

me for nothing? Tell me what your wages should be?” (29:14-15). Jacob had fallen in love with 

Rachel. He said to Laban that he would work seven years for Rachel’s hand in marriage (29:18). 

Genesis continues: “So, Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed only a few days to 

him because of the love he had for her” (29:20). However, on the evening of the wedding feast, 

Laban took his daughter Leah instead of Rachel to Jacob so that he may sleep with her. In the 

morning, Jacob realised that Laban had deceived him. He was upset but agreed to work another 

seven years for Rachel for he loved her very much. Jacob remained in Laban’s house even after 

he was married to Leah and Rachel and worked for Laban as a hired herdsman. 

I begin this thesis with the narratives that illustrate matrimonial customs similar to lobolo, that is, 

the establishment of a union through the offering of gifts (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; de Hass, 1987; 

Dlamini, 1985). Within these narratives, I was particularly interested in the construction, 

negotiation, and performance of gender and power through the marriage custom, as I am 

particularly interested in how femininities and masculinities are constituted within the practice of 

lobolo, as well as the negotiation and exercise of power amongst and between families. 
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The narratives illuminate issues of gender and power within matrimonial processes, two related 

issues that are central to this study. The matrimonial processes discussed in the two biblical 

narratives illustrate how femininities and masculinities are constituted within matrimonial customs 

such as lobolo. In the two narratives, the marriage process is dominated by male presence, namely 

that of Abraham, his servant, Isaac, Jacob and Laban. The female characters do not appear to have 

an active role in the processes, except in the initiation of the marriage process, and not in any 

processes beyond that. Similar to lobolo, women appear to not be too involved in the lobolo 

negotiations. 

In the first story, there was Abraham the man who provided the resources for the gifts, Isaac the 

groom and the servant, who may be called umkhongi in isiZulu, munyai in Shona, or maditsela in 

Sesotho, who is a family representative or negotiator in the lobolo process. The role of the 

negotiators is central to ensuring that there is an agreeable outcome of the lobolo negotiations.  

The practice illustrated in the first story is similar to earlier practices of lobolo where the father or 

elderly male relatives would provide lobolo for a young man. In this way, the young man would 

be given resources to start his homestead (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Dlamini, 1985). In the first 

story, gifts are offered to Rebekah’s family as a token for her hand in marriage. Abraham, Isaac’s 

father, provides the resources for Isaac to marry Rebekah. The second story of Jacob resembles 

the present-day practice of lobolo. Today, men work for long periods to accumulate the money 

needed for lobolo (Ngema, 2013; Rudwick & Posel, 2014). 

It can be seen from these narratives that matrimonial customs are not only about the bride but, 

similar to lobolo, the customs are also a platform for negotiations and enactments of masculinities 
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(Makama, 2018). In these stories, the female characters, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah are presented 

as pawns in the negotiations of masculinities and power. The use of women as pawns is more 

explicit in the second narrative, where Laban uses Jacob’s love for Rachel to work for him for over 

fourteen years. Jacob agreed to work for seven years in order to marry Rachel, but was deceived 

into marrying Leah. Even after Laban had deceived Jacob into marrying Leah, he still held on to 

Rachel as a manner of bargaining chip to get Jacob to work for him an additional seven years 

(Oden, 1983). The relationship between Laban and Jacob demonstrates power dynamics within 

the negotiations of marriage practices.  

My interest in this thesis is in how lobolo is used as a tool by men and women to construct 

particular masculinities and femininities, and how men and women position themselves in relation 

to culturally prevalent masculinities and femininities through participation in lobolo. The thesis 

explores how 27 men and women aged 27-71, from Cape Town and Johannesburg who have 

participated in lobolo construct talk about masculinities and femininities in their narratives of 

participating in lobolo. I examine how men and women from different socio-economic status, 

ethnolinguistic backgrounds negotiate and exercise power, take up, reject, or challenge certain 

gendered subject positions.  

1.1 Research questions and aims 

In this study, I aimed to understand how gender is constructed, negotiated and enacted through the 

customary practice of lobolo. I was interested in how lobolo is a gendered and gendering practice. 

I employed an African-centred feminist narrative enquiry methodology. African-centred feminism 

in the thesis was taken as a feminist approach that seeks to critically engage with the structures 
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within African politics, societies, cultures, and norms that perpetuate gender oppression, 

inequality, and marginalisation. African-centred feminism recognises the impact of colonial and 

political history on both men and women and seeks to challenge the manifestation of patriarchy in 

Africa today in cultural, religious, political practices with the intention of moving towards the 

liberation of women and men. I used narrative inquiry, a theoretical and methodological approach, 

to explore how women and men are spoken about in narratives about lobolo. I discuss the 

theoretical framework and methods in greater detail in chapters 3 and 4. Using an African-centred 

feminist narrative approach I explore the accounts of men and women who have participated in 

lobolo so as to understand how gender is constructed through the practice of lobolo, and how men 

and women take up particular positions that enable them to exercise power in the gendered 

interactions that occur within the customary practice of lobolo. I aimed to answer the following 

questions:  

1. How do women and men who have participated in lobolo, narrate their position in the 

process of lobolo? 

2. How do men and women use lobolo as an apparatus for constructing or negotiating (take 

up, challenge or reject) hegemonic masculinities and femininities? 

3. How does lobolo serve to legitimise particular gendered relationships and the positions 

assumed in those relationships?  

1.2 Structure 

This thesis is divided into eight chapters, namely the introduction, context, theoretical framework, 

methods, three rich analysis and discussion chapters, and a conclusion chapter. In this introductory 
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chapter, I have sought to provide an overview of the research topic as well as the approach to the 

study.  

The context chapter, chapter two, focuses on the recognition, regulation and legitimisation of 

marriage. I discuss there the Acts with a particular focus on Recognition of Customary Marriage 

Act No. 120 of 1998 (from here on referred to as RCMA), as it is the only one that speaks to lobolo. 

I consider in my discussion the contributions and limitations of the RCMA, including but not 

limited to its consideration of lobolo. In the last section of the chapter, I discuss lobolo as a 

legitimizing matrimonial custom. There I focus on how lobolo is an apparatus for the construction, 

negotiation and enactment of gender and the exercise of power.  

Chapter three is dedicated to the theoretical framework: African-centred feminism. In the chapter, 

I outline the work by a range of different scholars who have informed the development of the 

approach. The chapter begins with a discussion of African feminisms and Western feminisms. I 

then discuss African-centredness, focusing on Ratele’s conceptualisation as a foundation for 

thinking about African centeredness in African-centred feminism. I conclude the chapter with an 

overview of what African-centred feminism is, its objectives and its possible applications.  

Chapter 4 deals with the methodology and analysis used in the study. By methodology, I refer to 

narrative inquiry as a conceptual framework for the tools adopted in the study. I commence with a 

discussion of narrative inquiry and its applicability within an African-centred feminist study. I also 

outline the guidelines of feminist research. Following this, I outline the research process, including 

the recruitment and selection of participants, and how I conducted narrative interviews as a method 

for data collection. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of narrative discursive analysis.  



7 

Chapter 5 is the first of three analyses chapters. In the chapter, I present what I call “the gender 

theatricals” in the lobolo process. By theatricals, I refer to the gendered performance throughout 

the lobolo process. I analyse the inter and intra-family interaction in order to elaborate on how 

these interactions serve as a platform for men and women to negotiate and enact gendered roles 

that. 

The second analysis chapter, chapter 6, focuses on how lobolo is used as an apparatus for 

constructing heteronormative gender roles. In this chapter I explore participants’ descriptions of 

what lobolo is, highlighting how these descriptions of lobolo reproduce (as well as challenges) 

particularly gendered discourses.  

Chapter 7, which is the last analysis chapter, deals with the power of lobolo. In that chapter, I aim 

to show how the exercise of the power of the practice of lobolo rests in the power of lobolo as a 

legitimising custom. In the chapter, I discuss lobolo as a means to legitimate marriages. I focus on 

discourses of lobolo as culture, doing the right thing, belonging, and acceptance.  

The conclusion, chapter 8, brings together the main arguments of each chapter and summarises the 

main contributions of the thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Recognition, Regulation and Legitimisation of Marriages  

2.1 Introduction 

Marriage is a social and legal contract recognised by society and the state that offers many benefits, 

from practical solutions to social and psychological benefits (Harding, 2019; Mohlabane, Gumede 

& Mokomane, 2019). What constitutes legal or legitimate marriages varies across countries, 

cultures, ethnicities and religious groups. Customs and ceremonies appear to be the common 

elements that mark the establishment of a matrimonial union. The ceremonial customs (and/or 

bureaucratic procedures) speak to cultural, religious, ethnic, and sometimes national ideologies 

(Monger, 2004). These customs, such as the exchange of engagement rings, henna nights, bridal 

showers, or marriage payments, could be as sentimental as the wedding and may play a significant 

part in the formalisation of the union (Monger, 2004). While these matrimonial customs may be 

culturally, socially and religiously recognised, the legality of the marriage and the legal privileges 

thereof are determined by the states (Harding, 2019).  

The South African law recognises three types of marriage: 1. civil marriages registered under the 

Marriage Act (MA) No. 25 of 1961 as amended; 2. customary marriages registered in accordance 

with the Recognition of Customary Marriages Act (RCMA) No. 120 of 1998; and 3. civil unions 

registered under the Civil Unions Act (CUA) No. 2006. In May 2019, it was proposed by the South 

African Law reform commission that there is a need to reform current marriage law (Business 

Tech, 2019). The commission proposed an investigation of the validity of a single statute to replace 

the Marriage Act of 1961, the Recognition of Customary Marriages Act of 1998, and the Civil 

Unions Act of 2006 (Business Tech, 2019). The Department of Home Affairs was reported to have 
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acknowledged that “despite the number of amendments to the marriage legislations there are gaps 

in the current legislature” (Business Tech, 2019, par.8).) 

Before the implementation of the RCMA, the Marriage Act of 1961, was the only law that provided 

recognition for civil marriages (Budlender, Chobokoane & Simelane, 2004). The Marriage Act 

was established through Roman-Dutch law (Hlophe, 1984; Posel, 1994), and is therefore 

embedded in the Christian understanding that marriage is a covenant between one man and one 

woman through a relationship with God (Bujo, 2009). According to the Marriage Act, marriages 

that were not solemnised in a church or by state-appointed marriage officials were not recognised 

as valid marriages (Moore, 2015; Nhlapo, 2019). Customary marriages, which were only 

recognised in some parts of KwaZulu-Natal under the KwaZulu Act in the Code of Zulu Law 16 

of 1985, and in the former Transkei under the Transkei Marriage Act 21 of 1978 (Kovacs, Ndashe 

& Williams, 2013), were considered a deviation from what is considered moral marriages (in other 

words Christian marriages), due to their tendency of being polygamous and entered through the 

payment of lobolo (Lugg, 1945).  

In this chapter, I focus on two points. First, I will discuss the regulation and recognition of 

customary marriages as outlined in the legislature that governs marriage in South Africa. In the 

first part of the section, I will focus mainly on the RCMA as it is the only Act that speaks to lobolo 

as a necessary custom in the formalisation of a marriage. In the section, I also discuss some of the 

contributions of the RCMA in awarding customary marriages the same legal stature as civil 

marriages. I then delineate some of the loopholes of the RCMA, particularly as it relates to lobolo 

as a component of the matrimonial process. The second part of the chapter narrows down to focus 
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on the function of lobolo as matrimonial custom. While I focus on South Africa the custom of 

marriage payments is not unique to South Africa (see Gray, 1960; Maitra, 2007; Nwoke, 2009).  

2.2 The Regulation of Marriages 

Since the late nineteenth century there had been numerous proposals tabled for the regulation of 

marriages between “natives”, Africans or those who currently referred to as black people through 

the colonially constructed and orchestrated customary law (see Britten, 1930; Dlamini,1983, 1985; 

Hlophe, 1984; Posel, 1994; Sheik, 2014). In the paper titled Traditions of power and the power of 

traditions: The State and African customary marriages in South Africa, Posel (1994) outline 

numerous attempts by the colonial and apartheid Government to regulate customary marriages. 

The first administrative attempts to register customary marriages were outlined by the then 

Secretary of Native Affairs, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, in his “Instructions to Native 

Administrators in Natal, No.1 of 1869”, which stipulated the official process for the registration 

of “marriages between native and native (sic)”, as well as limits for lobolo payments (Posel, 1994, 

p. 3).  

Before the adoption of the Instructions to Native Administrators, the documented payment for 

lobolo in KwaZulu-Natal would rarely exceed five heads of cattle (Dlamini, 1983; Lugg, 1945; 

Posel, Rudwick & Casale, 2011). During the time of King Shaka (1816-1828), a distinction in the 

number of cattle paid for commoners (three heads of cattle) and the women from higher classes 

(10 heads of cattle) was made (Dlamini, 1983). During the reign of Dingane (1828-1840), who 

succeeded Shaka, the number increased to 40 or even 150 heads of cattle for the daughters of chiefs 

or those of a royal bloodline (Dlamini, 1983). According to Dlamini (1983), although limits were 
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set from the days of Shaka for the maximum number of cattle that could be requested, generally 

this rule was not adhered to.  

According to Lugg (1945), the lack of regulation of lobolo (by the state) led to the exploitation of 

the custom, which resulted in a lot of disputes in the Natives’ Court. To mitigate these disputes 

regarding lobolo, the Natives Affairs Commissioner Theophilus Shepstone fixed lobolo to 11 

heads of cattle for a commoner’s daughter (Dlamini, 1983). The 11 heads of cattle are still 

considered the standard number for a complete lobolo (Mgwaba & Maharaj, 2018). The standard 

for an induna’s2 daughter was 15 heads of cattle; 22 for a chief’s3 daughter; between 44 and 60 for 

a prince’s daughter, depending on the ranking of the prince; and up to 110 for a king’s daughter 

(Dlamini, 1983). Following the payment of lobolo: 

An official witness approved by the magistrate should attend the celebrations of the 

marriage, and ask publicly at the ceremony whether the bride had freely consented to the 

marriage; an official record would be made of the amount of lobol[o] paid, the colonial 

 

2 Induna is an advisor or a spokesperson of the King (Masango, 2006). 

3 The chief is the head of a tribe or clan (Dlamini, 1983). 
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state having stipulated ceiling on the amount that could be paid under any circumstances 

(Posel, 1994, p. 3). 

The codification of lobolo and the stipulated “official” process for marriages “between native and 

native [sic)” was done, according to Shepstone, for administrative and moral registration of “native 

marriages” (Posel, 1994, p. 3). Administrative procedures referred to lobolo disputes and the moral 

component referred to the non-Christian ways of the Zulu people. For Shepstone, the regulation of 

customary marriages was a strategic move to gradually shape “Zulu opinion into a rejection of 

what ‘civilized’ Christian people regarded as the evil excess of customary ways” (Posel, 1994, p. 

4) in a way that does not alienate the chiefs or challenge their positions within customary law.  

Following the regulation by Shepstone, there were numerous attempts in different parts of the 

country to regulate customary marriages. For example, in 1883 and again in 1903, the Natives 

Laws and Customs Commission of the Cape considered regulating customary marriages (Posel, 

1994). However, this idea to regulate customary marriages was abandoned as it created tension 

between traditional leaders and the State. The state’s reluctance or inability to regulate customary 

marriages outside Natal and the Transkei resulted in numerous challenges for the State. For 

example, according to the Natives Act of 1923, it was the state’s responsibility to provide housing 

for married couples living in urban areas (Parnell, 2002). Consequently, there was an increase in 

what was considered convenient or house marriages, that is marriages where men and women 

claimed to be married under customary law in an effort to obtain housing (Parnell, 2002; 

Posel,1994, 2006). The problem of convenient marriages was later attributed to what was referred 
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to as “undesired and undesirable”, “unattached native women”, who “had journeyed to the cities 

for the purpose of illicit liquor-dealing and prostitution” (Posel, 1994, p. 5).  

Within a patriarchal society, it was unsurprising that the so-called “deterioration of the African 

family” was attributed the to the problem of “unattached native women” who lured men and thus 

made them difficult to control (Posel, 1994, p. 5). This concern over loose women, in Johannesburg 

in particular, suggests that while the state is concerned with the overall control of all people, it 

delegates the control of black women to black men through customary law. Malandain (1996) 

maintains that the state still exercised control of black people by determining what can be 

categorised as customary and what can be left to the control of the people.  

In response to the problem of deterioration of African families in urban areas, African men and 

the state formed an alliance to control so-called unruly women. The registration of customary 

marriages was considered by both the state and African community leaders as a necessary action 

to mitigate these challenges (Moore, 2015). However, by the 1940s, there was still no law set in 

place for the regulation of customary marriages outside what was then Natal. The alliance posed a 

threat to the authority of the state in regulating the lives of the African people (Posel, 1994).  

In 1943, the then Secretary for Native Affairs Smit proposed new conditions set for the registration 

of customary marriages (Moore, 2015; Posel, 1994). Smit, like Shepstone, evoked a moral need 

for the regulation of customary marriages. However, unlike Shepstone, Smit was less concerned 

with the gradual shaping of the “natives” into abandoning their “uncivilised” ways [sic]. Instead, 

Smit was more concerned with the accommodation of customary law within a Christian 

framework. This meant that a requirement for a valid customary marriage was that both parties 



14 

should consent to the marriage. This was put in place to discourage polygamous marriages as well 

as the practice of ukuthwala which were associated with customary marriages (Osman, 2019). 

Ukuthwala refers to the custom of forcing women into marriage by abduction (Mwambene & 

Kruuse, 2017).  

The intervention by the colonial administrator was less motivated by support for women’s rights 

in as much as it was interested in the control of anything that seems contradictory to what was 

considered acceptable marriage processes, making the state “the moral custodian as well as the 

legal guardian of the institution of marriage” (Posel, 1994, p. 15). In addition to the bride’s consent 

to marriage, Smit suggested that the Native commissioners, instead of chiefs, should oversee the 

formalisation of customary marriages (Posel, 1994). In this way, Smit’s proposal addressed the 

problems of traditional authority as well as the issue of abuse of the custom for housing in urban 

areas. Although there was great judicial support for the proposal, the motion was never passed, 

due to great resistance by the chiefs of the time (Posel,1994). Posel adds: “... in the case of the 

proposed customary marriages register, Smit was clearly unwilling to risk incurring the wrath of 

the chiefs” (1994, p. 10). Smit opted to abandon the whole matter, rather than to accept the chiefs’ 

counterproposal, which was in favour of registering customary marriages only if they, the chiefs, 

remained overseers of the custom. Smit’s proposal saw power shifting from the chiefs to the native 

commissioners. Smit’s rejection of the counterproposal illustrates the intention to further limit the 

role and authority of customary law in regulating marriages (McClendon, 1995; Posel, 1994).  

The matter of customary marriages was revisited in 1946 at a Native Affairs Commissioners’ 

Conference, just before the Apartheid Nationalist government came to power. The main concern 
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of the Nationalist government was influx control (Posel, 1994). The Nationalist Native Affairs 

commission, chaired by De Wet Nel, urged the government to restore the value of the family that 

was threatened by the rise in so-called “house marriages”, which have been a “problem” since the 

1920s (Posel, 2006, p. 58).  

In 1955, the Dutch Reformed Church appointed its own commission into the investigation of these 

marriages (Posel, 1994). The report produced by the commission revisited some of the so-called 

“problems” of juvenile delinquency and loose women problems observed in the 1920s and 1930s. 

As such, the recommendations tabled were consistent with the recommendations that were tabled 

at the Juvenile conference held in Johannesburg in October 1938 (Janisch, 1941). The report 

reiterated the findings of the conference, citing the unstable marriage unions of “Bantu” people as 

one of the social problems in South Africa (Posel, 1994). The recommendations of the report, like 

the recommendations made at the conference, called for the government to look into rolling out 

the then Natal system of registering customary marriages should be implemented nationwide 

(Posel, 1994).  

In 1968, following a series of meetings between the chiefs and the Bantu administration, Section 

22 of the Bantu Administration Act of 1962 was passed regarding the voluntary registration of 

customary marriages outside Natal (Osman, 2019). The regulation of customary marriage was not 

a result of the recognition of customary marriages as valid marriages but was rather a strategic 

move by the colonial and apartheid administration to regulate the lives of black people (Dlamini, 

1983; Sheik, 2014). According to Osman (2019), there was provision made for the regulation and 
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possibly the recognition of customary marriages for tax purposes. However, this attempt fell short, 

due to the lack of legislature recognising customary marriage as valid marriages. 

2.3 The Recognition of Customary Marriages Act 

The introduction of the RCMA is considered a move by the post-1994 government to rectify the 

limitations of the MA. It is interesting to note that while Shepstone’s regulations were successful 

in Natal, and components of it were used in the numerous attempts to regulate customary marriages 

outside Natal, Shepstone’s ideas were never successfully replicated in the rest of the country. It 

appears that Shepstone’s template for regulation and recognition of customary marriages seem to 

have inspired the current law regarding the registration of customary marriages. The requirements 

outlined in the RCMA for a valid customary marriage are similar to those outlined in “The 

Instructions to Native Administrators in Natal, No. 1 of 1869” mentioned earlier in this section. 

Section 3 of RCMA stipulates the following requirements for a valid customary marriage: (a) the 

prospective spouses (i) must be over the age of 18; and (ii) must consent to be married to each 

other under customary law; (b) the marriage must be negotiated and entered into or celebrated in 

accordance with the customary law, that is, in accordance with the customs and traditions observed 

amongst the people. The customs and tradition referred to are inclusive of but not limited to the 

payment of lobolo. The process must follow the customary rituals recognised in that culture, such 

as the handing over of the bride to the husband’s family. 

Twenty years after the implementation of the RCMA, there was still some uncertainty regarding 

aspects of customary marriages. An example of this uncertainty is evident in the case involving 

South African music artist Jabulani Tsambo, also known as HHP, which made media headlines in 
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October 2018 (The Journalist, 2018). A few days after HHP’s death, there were news reports that 

there was a legal battle over his remains (Mathe, 2018). A case was brought before the Gauteng 

High Court. The case attracted a great deal of social commentary regarding customary marriages, 

particularly what constitutes a valid customary marriage (see Makgabutlane, 2018; Mguni, 2018; 

Ntuli, 2018). In the matter brought before the Court, Sengadi argued that she was the deceased 

customary wife. She argued that her family and the Tsambo family had followed all the 

requirements for a valid customary marriage. That is, lobolo was paid to Sengadi’s mother, 

following which there was a celebration at her home. The Tsambo family argued that they did not 

recognise Sengadi as their late son’s customary wife, since they had not completed the process to 

receive her as their bride (Sengadi v. Tsambo, 2018). The ruling by Judge Ratha Mokgoatlheng 

was in favour of Sengadi, recognising her as the widow of Jabulani Tsambo. It appears from the 

Sengadi v Tsambo case there is still some ambiguity and disagreement regarding customary 

marriages, even two decades since the enactment of the RCMA. And while the RCMA has also 

arguably made a positive contribution towards the protection of women’s rights, there are limits 

which I discuss below. 

2.3.1 The contribution of the RCMA. The RCMA may be considered a response to the 

culturally biased Marriage Act. The RCMA allows for the recognition of marriages that have been 

formalised through customary rites, thus giving customary marriages the same legal recognition 

as civil marriages (Monareng, 2014). In so doing, the surviving spouses in customary marriages 

have the same legal recognition as surviving spouses in civil marriages. The lack of legal 

recognition of customary marriages meant that the surviving spouse and their children were left in 

a vulnerable position without proof of their union and with no legal claim to the deceased’s estate 
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(Monareng, 2014; Peinaar, 2003). The RCMA is considered particularly beneficial to women in 

customary marriages. For example, the Act allows for the surviving spouse access to the estate of 

their customary spouse (Kovacs, Ndashe & Williams, 2013; Monareng, 2014).  

Another significant contribution of RCMA is that it affords women in customary marriages 

equality with their husbands. According to the Natal Code of Zulu Law of 1985, a woman in a 

customary marriage was regarded as a minor under the guardianship of her husband (Moore & 

Himonga, 2017). This meant that women in customary marriages could not enter into contracts on 

their own accord nor had the right to own property in their name (Moore, 2015; Peinaar, 2003). It 

is important to note that the juniorisation of women was not a unique attribute of customary 

marriages, but rather, a reflection of society’s views of women as inferior to men, thus in need of 

guardianship (Posel, 1994). According to Section 6 of the RCMA: 

A wife in a customary marriage has, on the basis of equality with her husband and subject 

to the matrimonial property system governing the marriage, full status and capacity, 

including the capacity to acquire assets and to dispose of them, to enter into contracts and 

to litigate, in addition to any rights and powers that she might have at customary law. 

Even though we recognise the challenges with regards to achieving equality in society as well as 

between men and women in marriage, the recognition of women as equal to their husband may be 

considered a positive move towards gender equality in customary marriages. This law allows 

women to live as independent parties even if they choose to get married. In this way, it enables 

women to make decisions without the intimidation of losing property or goods that they may have 
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contributed towards accumulating. Additionally, this law allows for women to accumulate their 

wealth without it being subsumed as their husband’s property. 

 2.3.2 The limitations of the RCMA. While the RCMA makes provision for the protection 

of women within customary marriages within the legal framework, this provision seems 

constrained at family and community levels by factors linked to lobolo (Mamashela, 2004; 

Mbatha, Najama & Bonthys, 2007; Moore, 2015). For example, according to RCMA all spouses 

in a customary marriage are considered equal, meaning that a husband is equal to his wife or wives. 

Yet the RCMA fails to make provision for the hierarchy that exists amongst women within 

polygamous relationships (Moore, 2015).  

Another example of the limitation of the RCMA that is linked to lobolo is that, even though the 

legislation states that lobolo is a necessary component of customary marriages in accordance with 

customary law, it fails to stipulate the function of lobolo in the formalisation of the customary 

marriage. Perhaps it would be amiss for the RCMA to attempt delineating the function of lobolo, 

as this function varies across cultural groups, communities, and even families. While some 

recognise lobolo as the formalisation of the marriage (Osman, 2019), others regard it as the 

initiation of the process of formalising marriage (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018). While this 

consideration for diversity in the practice of lobolo is consistent with the country’s liberal 

constitution, this has resulted in interfamilial, communal disputes (Baloyi, 2016; Radebe, 2016), 

as well legal disputes that have needed to be settled by the High Court (see Gumede v. President 

of the Republic of South Africa) and that are inconsistent with Chapter 2 of the Constitution which 

states that “the state may not discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone…”. The minister 
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stated that “current legislation does not regulate some religious marriages such as the Hindu, 

Muslim and other customary marriages that are practised in some African or royal families” (SA 

Government, 30 August 2019). The anticipated legislative reform referred to earlier in this chapter 

address these and other discriminatory effects of the current marriage laws.  

2.3.3 Marriage Acts. While the debates regarding the legal recognition of marriages are 

beyond the scope of this thesis, it is necessary to ask: what is the significance of having multiple 

laws for recognising matrimony? What does it mean to have a separate law for same-sex couples, 

instead of an amendment to the existing laws to accommodate same-sex marriages? In addition to 

that, what does it mean in legal terms to call these marriages “unions” rather than marriages? What 

about the recognition of customary civil unions? 

During colonial and apartheid rule, legitimate marriage was considered to be between white men 

and white women. All unions that were not white and heterosexual were considered not to be real 

marriages. The Commission of Native Laws and Customs stated that “we [The State] recognise 

the essential element of marriage to be a contract between men and women and we hold that the 

Christian law of marriage sets forth the truest and purest idea of such a union” (Posel, 1994, p. 15). 

It seems that the RCMA, as well as the MA, appear to be consistent with what was articulated in 

this ‘Christian law’ in that in both Acts marriage is defined as a union between a man and a woman.  

The Native Administration Act of 1927 differentiated what it termed a “marriage” and “a 

customary union entered into by Africans”. As Brandel (1958) puts it, “marriage has a clear legal 

definition; the act or acts which complete a marriage have been legally established, as well as the 

act or acts by which a divorce becomes a fact. A customary union, at least in the Transvaal, has no 
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such clear legal beginning, nor end” (p. 36). I would suggest that these multiple laws, which 

reinforce distinction, may serve to set boundaries of legitimacy: “A state’s failure to recognise 

certain types of marriages … undermines the validity of such relationships and may leave more 

vulnerable spouse without appropriate legal protection” (Harding, 2019, p.XX).  

In the same vein, even though in the constitutional dispensation civil unions are afforded the same 

legal recognition as civil and customary marriages, it is worth asking what it might mean to classify 

partnership as a marriage and what it might mean to classify another as a union. Perhaps the use 

of the term union in the CU does not hold the same connotations it does when used in the Native 

Administration Act, which served to render marriages of black people illegitimate. 

In the next section, I discuss lobolo as a practice that extends beyond the matrimonial process. To 

illustrate this, I begin by discussing its functions and significance in the marriage process. 

Following this, I explore how lobolo as a legitimising process acts as an apparatus for construction, 

negotiation and enactments of gendered identities and power.  

2.4 Lobolo: Legitimizing marriage 

There has been much debate amongst earlier social scientists regarding what to call lobolo in 

English, in order to study it. Most writers settled for the terms such as bride price or bridewealth 

(see Dalton, 1966; Evans-Pritchard, 1931; Randeria & Visaria, 1984; Torday, 1929). In a 1931 

article entitled An Alternative Term for ‘Bride-Price’, Evans-Pritchard discusses the debate 

regarding the naming of lobolo. He argues against the term bride price as it may be misunderstood 

as it relates to wife purchase, which is similar to the practice of wife purchase that was common 
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in Europe (Evans-Pritchard, 1931). In contrast to the term bride price, Evans-Pritchard proposes 

the term bridewealth, which he states has less ambiguity about what the practice entails. In 1998, 

the South African Law Reform Commission also opted to adopt the term bridewealth so as to 

avoid using any of the terms used in African languages, as this would create a perception of a 

favouring of one ethnic group to the exclusion of others (Ngema, 2013). 

It is my view that both bride-price and bridewealth are erroneous terms to capture the meanings of 

lobolo, a view shared with Bayi and Hawthorne (2018). They suggest that this erroneous 

understanding of lobolo can be attributed to the issue of translation. They note that the English 

language is limited in its ability to capture the original meaning of lobolo. For this reason, and the 

African-centred approach in this thesis, my preference is to leave the term lobolo untranslated. 

What was peculiar in the paper by Evans-Pritchard is that even though he was aware of the term 

lobolo, he dismissed this term. He claimed “[o]n the whole, it is far more convenient from the 

popular and scientific standpoints alike to employ an English portmanteau word to denote wealth 

used in this special cultural situation” (Evans-Pritchard, 1931, p. 36). Rendering the term lobolo 

as unscientific and unpopular in favour of English terms such as dowry, earnest, indemnity and 

bridewealth is evidence of Evans-Pritchard’s privileging of English and economic logic, which 

limits lobolo to a transaction. Evans-Pritchard’s dismissal of the word is not only on a linguistic 

level but reveals a disregard for how African people understand and name their world. I prefer to 

use the perfectly good name, instead of using the available terms, which only serves to maintain 

the superior Western gaze on African practices, and is in fact colonising.  
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Lobolo, sometimes spelt lobola or ilobolo, is a Nguni term derived from ukulobola (Makiwa, 

2004). Ukulobola is the act of offering property in cash or in-kind (ilobolo) by a prospective 

husband or the head of his family to the head of the prospective wife’s family in consideration of 

a customary marriage (Recognition of Customary Marriages Act). Lobolo is a multi-stage 

interaction between families that offers the two families an opportunity to get to know one another 

and to form a relationship (James, 2017; Yarbrough, 2018). Historically lobolo was not considered 

to be a once-off transaction but rather as an establishment of a lifelong relationship founded on 

good faith (Baloyi, 2016; Dlamini, 1983; Semenya, 2014). Additionally, there was no specific time 

in which the amount needed to be settled and the couple could wed without ever settling the full 

amount. This is in line with the Zulu saying “umuntu akapheli” (you cannot buy a person) 

(Dlamini, 1983, p. 84). The unsettled amount was also supposed to ensure the longevity of the 

union (Kalule-Sabiti, Palamuleni, Makiwane & Amoateng, 2007).  

Today, while there is a shift in the process of lobolo possibly due to the shift from cattle to cash, 

lobolo remains a significant component in the process of getting married; for example, Mohlabane, 

Gumede and Mokomane (2019) found that 70% of their participants expressed that lobolo was an 

important part of getting married, with 62% adding it was necessary for strengthening family ties 

between the two families. The families are considered to play a pivotal role in the formation of the 

marriage, the maintenance of the marriage as well as in the event of the dissolution of the marriage 

(Dlamini, 1983). For example, the matriarchs and patriarchs from both sides of the family are not 

only involved in the lobolo negotiation, but they also play significant roles in grooming the couple 

to be a husband and wife as prescribed by lobolo (Semenya, 2014). 
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While much of the literature focuses on what Yarbrough (2018) describes as the core of the “multi-

stage interaction” process, that is the offering of wealth to a bride’s family, this focus does not 

allow for a broader discussion on the social significance of the custom. Yarbrough (2018) states 

that there are various interactions between the couple and their family members in preparation for 

the day. I propose that these interactions provide a good platform for exploring how lobolo acts as 

an apparatus for the construction, negotiation and enactment of gender and power.  

For instance, there was a dominant discourse of “bride purchasing” in some Western writings on 

lobolo (see Evans-Pritchard, 1931; Gray, 1960; Rajaraman, 1983; Randeria & Visaria, 1984). The 

discourse of bride purchase tends to reduce lobolo to a transactional patriarchal practice that 

fostered male domination over women through the idea of “wives for cattle” (Ansell, 2001, p. 

700), or the sale of women to the highest bidder (Shope, 2006). Bayi and Hawthorne (2018) note 

that focus on the offering of wealth has led to the view of lobolo as a contractual obligation in a 

customary marriage (Dlamini, 1985; Horn & van Rensburg, 2002; Mofokeng, 2005). Bayi and 

Hawthorne (2018) argue that lobolo has many functions unrelated to contractual obligations. They 

argue that the recognition of lobolo as a contractual obligation is evidence of an attempt to 

understand lobolo within a colonial legal framework (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018).  

Even though this idea of bride purchase was rejected as early as 1929, for example when Torday 

(1929, p. 7) expressed the view that “whatever it be, it cannot be as bad as ‘bride-price’ or 

‘purchase-money, which suggest marriage by purchase, which the Bantu unanimously declare not 

to be practised by them. The native word never implies buying and selling”. Yet lobolo still tends 

to be considered a transitional practice. 
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Today, lobolo continues to be a topic of interest in local and international academic spaces as well 

as public forums. Discussions cover a wide range of topics, for example, how lobolo is implicated 

in social issues, such as children’s rights, burial rights, and domestic abuse, to the practice of lobolo 

across different cultural groups, amongst queer couples, to even some discussions of doing away 

with the practice (see Anderson, 2007; Baloyi, 2014; Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Dlamini, 1983; 

Huffman, 1998; McKaiser, 2017, 2019; Ngema, 2013; Posel, Rudwick & Casale, 2011; Walker, 

1992; Yarbrough, 2018). Despite the numerous debates and commentaries, the answer to the 

question posed by de Haas in 1987, “Is there anything more to say about lobolo?” is yes! This is 

based on the following reasons. Firstly, the dominant view of lobolo through a Eurocentric lens 

limits us from seeing the nuances in this practice, some of which I have already alluded to in the 

previous sections. There is still a great deal of misunderstanding regarding lobolo, its function, and 

its significance in contemporary society. Secondly, the current scholarship on lobolo does not 

deviate greatly from the early scholarship that represented lobolo as a problematic African practice 

used to oppress women in the name of culture (see Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; 

Chiweshe, 2016; Mwamwenda & Monyooe, 1997; Shope, 2006; Wagner, 1999; Walker, 1992). 

Thirdly, there has been little attention given to how the process of lobolo is a site for the 

performance of gendered identities and negotiation of power. In this study, I explore how lobolo 

is used by men and women as a platform for constructing, negotiating and performing gender and 

the exercise of power.  

2.5 Lobolo and gender 

Gender is a social construct. This means gender is socially constructed by individuals regarding 

what it means to be a man and what it means to be a woman (West & Zimmerman, 1987). 
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According to Lorber (1991, p. 13), “gender is created and recreated out of human interaction” 

through socialisation and reinforced through discourses that are embedded in cultural, religious, 

political, and other institutions such as marriage. According to Atkinson, Greenstein and Lang 

(2005, p. 1138), marriage provides “a structural context of opportunity for husbands and wives to 

behave in ways that validate their identities as male and female, that is, to display the visible 

aspects of their gender ideologies”. Similarly, Miller and Sassler (2012) and Lamont (2014), argue 

that couples who are cohabiting (rather than married) are more likely to be egalitarian. It seems 

the abandonment of conventional relationships moulds of husband and wife allows couples to 

escape the social expectations that come with the conventional relationships and more likely to 

“engage in role complementarily with regards to the division of domestic labour and paid work” 

(Sassler & Miller, 2011, p. 85). 

According to Ryan-Flood (2005, p. 201), “heteronormative practices and assumptions are 

manifested in diverse ways according to the cultural context in which they occur”. Lobolo is also 

rooted in this heteronormative construction of marriage. Heteronormativity is related to a 

worldview that promotes heterosexuality and family traditionalism as the acceptable way of being 

(Oswald, Blume & Marks, 2004). In a heteronormative practice of lobolo, there is the assumption 

that only heterosexual men and women can form a legitimate union, and within that union, men 

provide for and protect the family and women bear children and take care of the home (Groes-

Green, 2009). Men and women who are perceived to transgress the heteronormative boundaries 

are punished, marginalised and stigmatised. Compliance with gender norms is socially rewarded, 

which allows for the maintenance of some forms of masculinity and femininity (Jewkes & Morrell, 

2010; Morrell, Jewkes & Lindegger, 2012).  
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Even though lobolo has evolved with the times, the conceptualisation of gender norms within the 

practice does not seem to have shifted. Traditional discourses of men as providers and women as 

homemakers remain prevalent in contemporary discussion of lobolo, even within contexts where 

these roles are not as dichotomous as presented in lobolo discussions. For example, in urban South 

Africa, women are more likely to be working outside the home compared to women in rural areas, 

who may still occupy more heteronormative roles as homemakers (Ansell, 2001; Shope, 2006; 

Van der Vliet, 1991). Similarly, men’s roles as (sole) providers have also been challenged due to 

a decrease in employment opportunities. Black men, in particular, are involved in low-income 

positions as labourers or casual employees (Casale & Posel, 2010), making it difficult for most to 

satisfy the heteropatriarchal expectations of lobolo. At this point, I would like to indicate that I see 

lobolo as a cultural site in which both men and women are active participants in the construction 

of desirable masculinities and femininities that speak to the geographic and temporal context. My 

interest in lobolo is therefore mainly towards elaborating how femininities and masculinities are 

constructed through the participation in lobolo. What I am trying to explore is how lobolo is used 

as an apparatus for constructing, negotiating and enacting hegemonic femininities and 

masculinities.  

2.5.1 Masculinities in lobolo. Lobolo is a male-dominated custom, practised through the 

negotiation of the male representatives of each family. In post-1994 South Africa, the perception 

of new and better education and employment opportunities has raised the expectation of black men 

as financial providers even more (Posel & Rudwick, 2014a). Unfortunately, with the ever-

increasing cost of life, lobolo has become an additional burden on black men. Also, compared to 

other racial groups, black men are less likely to be employed; and amongst those who are 
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employed, they are more likely to be employed as casual labourers (Casale & Posel, 2010; 

Malinga, 2015; Montgomery, Hosegood, Busza & Timaeus, 2006; Posel & Rudwick, 2014b). 

According to Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) in 2016, compared to the other racial group, only 

65% of the working-age (15-64 years) group amongst black South Africans were employed. This 

economic marginalisation of black men in urban spaces has made it difficult for black men who 

want to pay lobolo and/or get married. The payment of lobolo, which is often R20 000 and higher, 

and almost three times the monthly salary of the majority of working-class men. Lobolo thus can 

act as an obstruction to marriage for black couples (Rudwick & Posel, 2015; Semenya, 2014). 

Both males and females in a study conducted in KwaZulu-Natal by Posel and Rudwick (2014b) 

expressed the view that although marriage was desirable, they felt it was unattainable due to the 

price of lobolo. The male respondents added that they needed to be in a better financial position 

before they could get married. 

There is a Zulu saying “umkwyena isisgodo sokuqhuzula” (a bridegroom is a log for clearing the 

way), which means that in a time of need, the woman’s family can expect the groom to assist 

(Dlamini, 1983). Over and above the requirements of lobolo, men are also expected to take care 

of their immediate as well as their extended family (Mangoma & Wilson-Prangley, 2019; Rudwick 

& Posel, 2014). Dlamini (1985) notes that a good relationship between the groom and his in-laws 

rests on the bride’s family requiring a fair amount for lobolo. Reporting on the comments from 

callers on a South African radio show, James (2017) states that most of the male callers said that 

they felt that lobolo was a way for the bride’s family to hold them to ransom. Today, parents have 

been known to attach a monetary value to their daughters, thus increasing the amounts requested 

for lobolo (Mubangizi, 2012). 
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In 2017, the Mail & Guardian newspaper conducted a survey on Facebook and on Twitter where 

they asked questions such as “how much is enough for lobolo?” and “how much have you paid for 

lobolo?”. A third of the 51 respondents said R10 000 or less was a reasonable amount for lobolo, 

yet the average lobolo paid by the 51 respondents was R61 340 (4 August Holmes, 2017). A 

respondent to the Mail and Guardian newspaper survey (2017) said:  

In my culture, lobolo is a lifetime commitment. Even if you paid the whole amount, you 

will forever financially take care of your in-laws one way or another, for example paying 

for their burial, and [other] needs. All this requires one to work hard and not take short 

cuts.  

The inability of a man to pay lobolo is seen as emasculating (Posel & Rudwick, 2014b). 

Conversely, the ability to pay lobolo without any assistance is viewed to represent amandla 

wendoda (strength of a man) (Dlamini, 1983). Some grooms are unable to save up the required 

money and turn to debt to pay lobolo, which may lead to resentment of the bride’s family, if not 

the bride (Ansell, 2001; James, 2017; Yarbrough, 2018; Walker, 1992). If the relationship does 

not fail during this process of paying off debts incurred for the lobolo and the nuptial festivities, a 

hostile marriage can result (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Even though the amounts requested for 

lobolo are quite high compared to the average income of a black household of R92 983 per annum, 

as reported in the Living Conditions Survey (StatsSA, 2017), some men take pride in their ability 

to meet this cultural demand of establishing marriage unions (Ngema, 2013; Rudwick & Posel, 

2015). Men who cannot pay lobolo due to unemployment or low-paying jobs (Bayi & Hawthorne, 

2017; Casale & Posel, 2010; Malinga, 2015; Mhongo & Budlender, 2013; Ngema, 2013) are 
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unable to realise the heteropatriarchal expectations of lobolo and are therefore seen as not real 

men, and as such are unable to get married and establish their own homes (Hunter, 2016a, 2016b).  

Lobolo is a demonstration of wealth or the ability to provide but also serves as a channel through 

which men can get access to fatherhood. Between March 2018 and April 2019, there was ongoing 

violence between Qungebe, a village in the Eastern Cape and Mkhandlweni in KwaZulu-Natal – 

around 450 km apart – over lobolo disputes. The violence resulted in 16 deaths and 11 arrests 

(Fuzile, 2019 a, b; Ngukana, 2018; Sifile, 2018). The killings were reported to have been sparked 

by the dissolution of the marriage between Peter, a man from Mkhandlweni and Peliwe, a woman 

from Qungebe, due to Peliwe’s alleged infertility.  

Following their separation, Peter sent his lobolo delegates to retrieve his cattle, but they were 

unsuccessful, claiming that Peliwe’s father had attempted to give them old cows, which were not 

the cows that they had delivered to him. Following this, Peter sent a second delegation, who 

managed to steal the proper cows from Peliwe’s home. A few days later, the cows were stolen 

back, this time by the men from Mkhandlweni. When the Qungebe men tried to retrieve the cows, 

they were ambushed, and six men were killed. In this way, a year’s killings began. The fight for 

lobolo moved from being a dispute between two families to being a war between two villages 

(later joined by neighbouring villages).  

What appears central to this violence is the construction and presentation of masculinities within 

lobolo. In Peter’s case in the example above, paying lobolo was an opportunity for him to be a 

husband and father, what Hunter (2005) refers to as “umnumzana” (pp. 394-395). Umnumzana is 

derived from the word umuzi, meaning a man with a wife or wives and children, which is arguably 
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the most desirable form of masculinity amongst other masculinities in Zulu culture (Hunter 2005). 

The status of umnumzana can be linked to what Connell and Messerschmidt (2005, p. 832) referred 

to as the most ‘honoured masculinity’. The status of umnumzana is attainable through the 

establishment of recognisable (legitimate) marriage, which is the payment of lobolo. Hunter’s 

(2005) conceptualisation of masculinities, although focusing only Zulu men, illustrates the 

significance of marriage and perhaps even the role of lobolo as a rite of passage. In a society that 

recognises marriage to be “a significant personal, social, cultural and economic way to accord 

value to [people’s] lives” (Singh, 2013, p. 23), lobolo becomes the means through which men may 

realise a more desirable masculine position. Men who are unable to meet this social demand to 

formalise the relationship are relegated to a position of isoka lamanyala, a masculine position that 

Hunter (2005) describes as undesirable. Isoka lamanyala refers to a man who has sexual 

relationships with multiple women with no intention of marrying them. The payment of lobolo 

allows a man to move from one masculine position to the more desirable position of umnumzana.  

To return to Peter’s case, I suggest that he believed that he was cheated out of realising this status 

of umnumzana - a man with a wife and a child. For this reason, he demanded his lobolo back. The 

subsequent fights were a result of wounded masculinities. The dispute over the return of lobolo is 

not unusual, especially with regards to instances of infidelity or impotency (Nhlapo, 2019). Kuper 

(2016) argues that the foundational role of the lobolo was the transference of the rights born to a 

woman, therefore should a woman be unable to have children her family would be obliged to return 

the lobolo. While the details of this case involving Perter and Peliwe are still censored due to the 

case remaining pending, from what can be deduced from the public media, the killings that took 

place, in this case, suggests that lobolo can be linked to masculine pride.  
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The story of former South African president Jacob Zuma’s relationship with Nkanyiso Conco 

illustrates the association of masculinities with lobolo. In 2018, reports of the relationship between 

Zuma (76) and Conco (24) were laced with this discourse, suggesting that there was something 

scandalous about the relationship between the two, where Conco was reported to become the 

seventh and youngest wife of Jacob Zuma (see Breakfast, 2018; Wicks, 2018; Zungu, 2018a). The 

age difference became a significant point of contestation concerning the legitimacy of the 

“mooted” union. However, despite the controversy surrounding the fifty-two-year age gap between 

Zuma and Conco, it was reported that the pair had commenced with arrangements to get married. 

The sentiments expressed by Zuma are consistent with findings by various researchers (see Hunter, 

2016b; Posel, Rudwick & Casale, 2011; Shope, 2006; Yarbrough, 2018), who found that both men 

and women believed lobolo was a demonstration of a man’s commitment to the relationship (Bayi 

& Hawthorne, 2018). This idea of demonstration of commitment by men without the reciprocated 

demonstration by women may be linked to the discourse of hyper-sexualised masculinities that 

was later drawn on by Zuma’s younger brother Khanya Zuma, who, in a comment about the 

relationship between Jacob Zuma and Nkanyiso Conco, announced he too would be taking a 

second wife (Zungu, 2018b).  

Khanya Zuma was quoted as saying “there is absolutely nothing wrong with it because we are not 

hiding these women; we are making them feel proud by marrying them” (Zungu, 2018b para.11) 

he added, “The Nxamalalas are amasoka (Casanovas). We love and take good care of women and 

we don’t hide that fact like other men do” (Zungu, 2018b, para.13). Khanya naturalises their love 

for women and adds that they also take good care of the women they love, perhaps alluding to the 
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discourse of the male provider. In other words, because the Zumas have resources, they should be 

allowed to love as many as they can “take good care of them”. 

It appears that despite the public’s fascination regarding the age gap between Zuma and Conco, a 

more salient matter to the families was the issue of lobolo. It would seem that lobolo was used as 

an apparatus to legitimise the relationship between Zuma and Conco, but also as an apparatus to 

construct Zuma as a good man. This position later challenged by Mr Fortescue Conco, Nkanyiso’s 

father, who alleged that Zuma had failed to pay lobolo for his daughter. Fortescue Conco disputed 

Bkehumizi’s claim, where Conco alleged that Zuma had reneged on the promise to pay lobolo 

(Mahlangu, 2018; Nair, 2018). Conco told Isolezwe newspaper that he was angry as Zuma had 

“disrespected him by not fulfilling his promise” (Nair, 2018, para.4). 

a sentiment expressed by Khaya who suggests that woman should be proud to have lobolo paid for 

her. While this may be true, as expressed by the participants in Shope’s (2006) study, “Lobolo 

affirmed women’s value; it was a symbol of respect [sic]” (p. 66). It seems from the Zuma and 

Conco example the respect is offered by the husband as a symbol of commitment to his wife to be, 

and a symbol of respect for his future father-in-law.  

It is interesting to note that, although not much was said about Nkanyiso Conco in the texts, her 

image was used across the different media reports (see Breakfast, 2018; Citizen reporter, 2018; 

Zungu, 2018). For example, in an article published in the Citizen (16/July 2018) entitled 

“Nonkanyiso Conco’s father ‘angry’ that Zuma ‘hasn’t paid the lobolo’” her image was used, yet 

she was not in the story. While relatives, specifically male representatives both from the Zuma and 

Conco families, were quoted in the numerous publications of the relations, Nkanyiso’s voice was 
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absent. This can also be seen in another article “Who is Zuma's new bae, Nonkanyiso Conco?”, a 

cover of who she is, where she is from, did not feature any direct commentary from her, or 

mentions of attempts of trying to get hold of her. In this way, we never got to read her side of her 

story. We are told much about her and the relationship she was reported to have with the former 

president (see Zungu, 2018a) but not much about her as an active participant in the narrative. The 

use of Nkanyiso’s image in the stories illustrates how femininities have been centralised in the 

public as well as in academic narratives on lobolo. The scholarship that focused on the experiences 

of women ( see Gray, 1960; Knoetze, 2000; Lowes & Nunn, 2017; Shope, 2006), has covered a 

wide range of topics, highlighting the objectification of women through lobolo, thus constructing 

brides in the women as by standers in the process. In the next section, I will discuss the ways 

femininities  

2.5.2. Femininities in lobolo. According to Dlamini (1983), the lobolo negotiations were 

based on the bride’s father’s social position. Today lobolo negotiations are negotiations of 

femininities. Lobolo negotiations are based on what the delegates assume about the bride’s 

upbringing, her sexual history determined by whether she has children or not, her ability to do 

house chores such as cooking and cleaning, her level of education, and her employment status 

(Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Chiweshe, 2016; Rudwick & Posel, 2015). In this way, lobolo has been 

seen as a custom that objectifies and ranks women, constructing them as “valuable property 

initially owned by their fathers and brothers”, and later by their husbands (Kalule-Sabiti, 

Palamuleni, Makiwane & Amoateng, 2007, p. 2). The association of lobolo with the bride instead 

of her father can also be seen in the focus on women in the scholarship on lobolo.  
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This criticism of lobolo has been subsequently rejected by some women, who assert that lobolo is 

a part of the culture that affirms their worth as women in marriage (Ansel, 2011; Ngema, 2013; 

Rudwick & Posel, 2015). It is necessary to point out that it is rather unfortunate that, for some 

women, their sense of worth is affirmed through a custom that ranks women. However, given the 

sexist and racist nature of most societies, black women find themselves at the bottom tier of both 

the racial and gender hierarchies and lobolo appears to give some women a sense of worth. In a 

study on lobolo and womanhood, Rudwick and Posel (2015) found that the women in their study 

viewed lobolo to be a reward for their “good conduct” (p. 290).  

Some scholars have argued that the unilateral token of appreciation is not only about how women 

are brought up but also about recognition of an understanding of lobolo as compensation for the 

value of the bride’s domestic and reproductive labour, which is transferred to her husband’s family 

after marriage (Nhlapo, 2019; Parker, 2015). Traditionally, the first payment was made before the 

wedding and the rest was paid after a woman had proved her “womanhood” by having children 

(Rudwick & Posel, 2015). If the new bride could not bear children, the groom had the right to 

demand ilobolo back or take his wife’s younger sister as his second wife (Rudwick & Posel, 2015).  

In her reflexive essay titled “Gender and the politics of the Basotho blanket” Mathabo Khau (2012) 

reflects on these expectations as a newlywed Mosotho girl. Khau (2012) reflects on her relationship 

with her in-laws and the role that her female in-laws played in ensuring that she conforms to what 

is expected from a Sotho Makoti. Khau (2012) is expected to dress in a specific way and to fulfil 

her wifely duties, including household chores, taking care of her husband sexually and bearing 

children for her in-laws. She adds that the traditional Sotho makoti (bride) attire (the blanket) made 
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it difficult for her to fulfil her duties regarding the household chores. Added to the household 

duties, there was an expectation for her to be “a good blanket” for her husband, referring to her 

ability to satisfy him sexually, as well as referring to the absence of pregnancy in her marriage. 

Khau’s essay highlights how constructions of good womanhood in marriage are tied to 

reproduction, with women only being regarded as “truly women” once they have given birth, 

preferably to a male child. What is interesting in Khau’s reflection is the role of the women in 

maintaining heteropatriarchal femininity. Nganase and Basson (2018) elaborate on the relationship 

between a makoti and female in-laws, focusing mainly on the relationship between makoti and her 

mother-in-law. Nganase and Basson (2018) argue that the relationship between new brides and the 

mother-in-law can be central in determining how a new bride experiences marriage. Female in-

laws are responsible for socialising new brides into the family but also tend to police them in their 

marriage. For example, it was her in-laws who questioned her womanhood when she did not 

conceive soon in her marriage. Unlike the humiliation associated with a woman’s inability to 

conceive, male infertility is treated with less contempt. If a man was infertile, his bride would be 

expected to conceive through her husband’s brother or a male relative (Rudwick & Posel, 2014), 

re-inscribing domination over women’s bodies (Chiweshe, 2016).  

Even though there is social capital associated with marriage and having children (Singh, 2018) 

there are other avenues for men to attain social capital, such as occupying a senior position at work 

(Jaga, Arabandi, Bagraim & Mdlongwa, 2018). Men occupy more senior positions in the 

workplace and earn more than women even in the same position (Sinden, 2017). Chisale (2017) 

notes that, beyond marriage and motherhood, there is little opportunity for women to gain social 

capital. Marriage is constructed as a significant milestone for women through which they can attain 
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the epitome of womanhood, that is wifehood and motherhood (Kyalo, 2012; Mupotsa, 2015a). 

Chisale (2017) notes that even for women who have attained higher qualifications or are in senior 

positions, there is still an element of failure if unmarried.  

Mupotsa (2015a) describes femininities as perpetually becoming. She argues that the wedding 

serves as a space for the potential closure of not only the romantic narrative but also a culmination 

of hegemonic femininity. While other scholars such as Fairchild (2014), have explored how 

weddings serve to reproduce heteronormative hegemony, Mupotsa’s (2015) focus on black women 

and white weddings4 offers a unique approach to thinking about the nuances in constructions and 

performances of femininities in matrimonial customs. While Mupotsa (2015) focuses on the 

constructions of femininities through the customs and activities in white weddings, the 

observations she makes may be useful in thinking about the rituals and activities in lobolo. Lobolo, 

like the white wedding, is a gendered space but also a gendering space. As a bride, a woman is a 

representation of ideal femininity and performs this identity.  

Lobolo, as a patriarchal game of negotiating masculinities through the femininities, offers a 

platform for men to negotiate their position as fathers (including uncles), grooms, and fathers-in-

law (Makama, 2018). While lobolo is predominantly male-dominated, it is important to note that 

it is a game played by both men and women. In this study, I consider how men and women who 

 

4 White weddings are weddings that draw om western wedding traditions such as the white wedding dress and the 
exchange of vowels 
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have participated in lobolo talk about masculinities and femininities in the practice of lobolo. I am 

interested in how these subject positions might allow them to negotiate the different relationships 

formed through lobolo.  

2.6 Lobolo and power  

Power is often understood as a force that operates from one person or group of the other (Allen, 

2004). Smart (2002) suggests that power is fluid and that as such, it is not a property of a single 

group or single person but rather functions through different individuals, groups or institutions at 

different times. Within lobolo, power is always implicated and oscillates within and between 

families, along gender and generational axes. While this form of power has been explored, mainly 

concerning the power dynamics between men and women through the customary practice of 

lobolo, there has been little attention beyond legal interest in the role and function of lobolo as a 

matrimonial custom. In other words, how lobolo can act as a legitimising matrimonial custom, and 

serve to render some gender positions legitimate and others as illegitimate. Drawing on the work 

of Michel Foucault, Allen (2004, p. 19) suggests that rather than thinking of power as “something 

which radiates from an identifiable central point, with a reach that is effortless”, it would be more 

beneficial to consider power as a “relational effect of social interaction”. In other words, instead 

of focusing on lobola as an acting force, recognising that power exists and is maintained through 

the social agreements people enter into with one another. I use Allen’s (2004) conceptualisation 

of power to think of power in and of lobolo.  

2.6.1 Power of lobolo. In the opinion piece titled “Lobolo for my love”, Mupotsa (2008) 

reflects on her experience of lobolo and asks: “What are the implications for the woman and the 
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man involved when money is transferred for the purpose of a legitimate marriage? What is being 

‘negotiated’ and what are the terms on which this marriage will be agreed? Who decides?” 

Mupotsa moves away from these questions and offers a personal reflection that illustrates some of 

the complexities of going through lobolo. Mupotsa constructs lobolo as a means to an end, or rather 

multiple ends: a rite of passage into adulthood, permission to get married, and as a mechanism for 

unifying two families. Here, Mupotsa speaks to what I refer to as the power of lobolo. By this, I 

mean specifically the legitimising power of lobolo.  

Allen (2004, p. 23) argues that power “acts like a normalising force that works its way through 

people’s lives, shaping their very being”. The power of lobolo as custom lies in its effects on the 

formalisation of marriages. As mentioned in Chapter 2, while lobolo is not a prerequisite for the 

legal registration of marriage, it has been cited as an obstacle to marriage (Monareng, 2014). 

Lobolo serves to secure the cultural legitimisation of marriages which may be more significant 

than the legal recognition. Lobolo holds cultural significance, for example even amongst 

individuals who may reject the heteronormative discourse embedded within the practice may still 

recognise lobolo as a culturally significant practice (Mkhize, 2019). 

The idea of cultural legitimacy speaks to Allen’s (2004) assertion of power as a relational force 

that is maintained through an acceptance of the “‘truths’ of the arrangements in which they find 

themselves, then those arrangements provide a guide as to what kind of behaviour is thought 

acceptable and what is not” (p. 23). These arrangements may be in brick and mortar institutions 

such as clinics and hospitals, or abstract social institutions such as cultural identity. Even though 

lobolo holds power as a culturally legitimising custom, it seems lobolo’s power is limited to those 
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who believe in its “truth” and believe that there are proper family formation channels that include 

marriage and/or lobolo, which serves a significant spiritual function in the matrimonial process, 

this relates to the joining of families at an ancestral level (Mkhize, 2019; Ratele, 2017b). 

On 17 July 2019, Eusebius McKaiser, the host of The Eusebius McKaiser Show on Radio 702, 

facilitated a discussion around the issues of who may or may not participate in the custom of 

lobolo. The discussion was framed around two questions. The first had to do with whether same-

sex couples can participate in lobolo. The second was to do with the role of women in the 

negotiations of lobolo. In the first part of the discussion, McKaiser asked Kgosi Mokoena, the 

president of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa (CONTRALESA), what 

CONTRALESA’s position is on the topic of same-sex couples participating in lobolo. To this 

Kgosi Mokoena responded that CONTRALESA recognises the constitutional rights of same-sex 

couples to get married but as an organisation CONTRALESA they “cannot support an issue like 

this”. Mokoena added: “We are not going to interfere with them but as an organisation, there is no 

way we can promote this one because it’s not part of our culture. You know in our culture, marriage 

is between two people, male and female”.  

Mokoena speaks to the heteropatriarchal nature of lobolo, where the man pays lobolo for the 

woman. Mokoena stated that same-sex marriages do not meet this criterion to participate in lobolo. 

Same-sex marriages disrupt the cultural rules set within the practice of lobolo. Mokoena also 

explained what the payment of lobolo signifies for the relationship of the married couple as well 

as the relationship between the two families of the married couple. At the core of Mokoena’s 

responses was that one’s sexual orientation compromises one’s ability to participate in the practice 
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of lobolo (Mkhize, 2019; Ratele, 2017b) as well as the regulations of what constitutes acceptable 

relationships between men and women as well as the acceptable positions that people can adopt in 

these relationships.  

The views presented by Mokoena were not left unchallenged. Callers of the show and a fellow 

guest Moude Sape Maodi-Swartz argued that if lobolo is about uniting two families the sexuality 

of the couple should not be used to deny them the opportunity to participate in this culturally 

significant practice. Maodi-Swartz went on to say that lobolo is a part of one’s identity and to be 

denied participation is a rejection of her personhood. Maodi-Swartz sentiments are supported by 

Mkhize’s (2019) study. The participants in Mkhize’s study also expressed that lobolo is a part of 

their identity.  

Therefore, cohabiting couples, or those who were married without the payment of lobolo, may be 

treated with scorn (Posel & Rudwick, 2014b). Goldblatt (2003) notes that while cohabitation is a 

choice for middle-class women in the Global North, in South Africa it seems that it is the only 

option available to poor women. Despite the view of lobolo as an obstacle to marriage, lobolo has 

remained a central component to the matrimonial process, as it is believed to create an ancestral 

bond, and to legitimise children that may be born from the union (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; 

Hunter, 2005; Yarbrough, 2018). 

2.6.2 Power in lobolo. Given the centrality of lobolo in forming these unions, it is 

unsurprising that the custom has been subjected to manipulation and distortion. Yarbrough (2018) 

notes that the agreed-upon status of lobolo, that is what the assumed function and role of lobolo 

is, “allows elders to maintain legitimate oversight, via lobola, of younger generations’ family 
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formations” (p. 3). The matriarchs (paternal aunts) and patriarchs (paternal uncles) are responsible 

for making all major decisions during this process (Ansell, 2001).  

Mupotsa’s reflection focuses mainly on the day of lobolo negotiations, highlighting the theatricals 

of the day, which she describes as a performance by multiple actors, who all – that is, the bride, 

the groom, the “many mothers” and “many fathers” (2008, para.11) – play a significant role in 

ensuring that all actors play their part correctly to ensure that the negotiations lead to a positive 

outcome for all parties. The theatricals of lobolo as a negotiation day described by Mupotsa speaks 

to what I refer to as the power within lobolo. By power within lobolo, I mean the exercise of power 

that is possessed by individuals and groups and allows them to act and make decisions. Mupotsa’s 

reflection offers insight into the role that seniority plays within the practice of lobolo. Although 

speaking from a Shona experience, where women are more involved in the lobolo process, the 

interactions she describes between her and her tetes (aunts) is common across different cultural 

groups. 

In this thesis, I argue lobolo is a gendered and gendering process. In other words, not only is the 

process of lobolo based on heteropatriarchal assumptions about men and women, but lobolo also 

provides a platform for men and women to perform these gendered norms. The theatricals of lobolo 

that Mupotsa (2008) describes in her reflection of her experience of lobolo, offer an analysis of 

how gender positions are challenged, accepted and negotiated. Mupotsa explains that as the bride, 

her role was to be “a desirable maiden: the cherished prize for my husband-to-be”, where instead, 

she chose to abandon this role and to “slave away” preparing the banquet for the day, a task that 

her “(many) sisters (cousins included) should have been at the forefront of” (2008, para.11). This 
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reflection offers an illustration of how women and men are positioned, and how they may accept, 

challenge, or in the case of Mupotsa, resist these positions. 

Moore (2015, p. 821) echoes the arguments by feminist scholars such as Patricia Collins (1990) 

and Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw (1991), who call for a more nuanced investigation of the 

“interwoven nature of power dynamics”. Moore (2015) adds that, in order to consider the 

interwoven nature of power, one needs to consider the different variables of power operating in 

any given situation. In this thesis, I consider the variables of gender, ethnicity, seniority, and socio-

economic status in the context of lobolo. I explore how lobolo provides a platform for these power 

dynamics between men and women, amongst men, amongst women, and between families. 

I propose that the power within lobolo oscillates within intra-family and inter-family relations, 

between inter- and intra-gendered lines, as well as along inter-generational axes. The theatricals 

around the negotiations create a picture of how individuals (the bride, the groom and their family 

members) are positioned within the practice, and what they may and may not do, depending on 

their position within the practice. In this thesis, I explore how men and women negotiate and 

exercise power in the narrations of their participation in lobolo. 
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Chapter 3: Towards African-centred Feminism  

3.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to develop an explanatory framework of the gendered power relations 

within lobolo. In building this explanatory framework I draw mainly from outside of psychology. 

In this thesis, I privilege an African-centred feminist approach that builds on various articulations 

of feminisms, while simultaneously critically challenging the dominant approaches to gender 

studies in Africa.  

African-centred feminism is inspired by various articulations of African feminisms, as articulated 

by Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi (2010), Lilian Atanga (2013), Peace Kiguwa (2004), Desiree Lewis 

(2001, 2008), Amina Mama (2011), Pinkie Mekgwe (2007) Gwendolyn Mikell (1995), amongst 

others. African-centred feminism proposed here is inspired by African-centred scholarship, 

specifically Ratele’s (2017a, 2017c, 2017d) conceptualisation of African-centredness as applied 

to psychology. I also build on the conceptual foundations of African feminism and black feminism 

in the United States of America (USA). In this way, African-centred feminism does not seek to 

reject all feminist approaches, even those from the West, but remains sensitive to the meanings 

and cultural practices inherent in contemporary African societies. 

In this study, I was interested in the narratives of women and men who have participated in lobolo. 

I contend that the contemporary practice of lobolo is still embedded within heteropatriarchal 

gendered norms. While the expression of these gendered norms through lobolo may be unique, 

they are still embedded within broader dominant discourses of heteropatriarchal masculinities and 

femininities, such as the male provider and the submissive female. An African-centred feminist 
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approach to the practice of lobola allows for the interrogation of how history, politics, economics, 

and cultures allow or prohibit women and men in their interactions with one another to negotiate, 

challenge or accept these gendered discourses.  

Below I expound on the different illustrations of feminisms used in developing the conceptual 

framework on African-centred feminism. I commence with a discussion on African feminism, 

highlighting its significance and challenges. The discussion dwells on African feminism as a 

deliberate attempt to disrupt the dominant narrative of feminism which starts in the global north 

and continues to emanate from the north and is applicable to the rest of the world. In this first 

section, I highlight the nuances of African feminism as activism and scholarship as attempts not 

only to represent and write from Africa but to present Africa as a cite of knowledge production. 

Following this, I offer a brief discussion of western feminism highlighting how an uncritical 

translation of theories, methods and approach can be marginalising. Lastly, I discuss African 

centredness and African-centred feminism.  

3.2 African feminism(s): The significance of naming  

African feminism as it is popularly understood privileges those issues affecting women in Africa 

(Geisler, 2004; Oyěwùmí, 2005b). According to Atanga (2013, p. 304), African feminism can be 

understood as emanating from a rejection of Western feminism as: 

[M]ost […] women (feminist or otherwise) face the dilemma of challenging conservative 

patriarchal practices while being seen as ‘African women’ i.e., without being accused of 

having been ‘colonised’ or influenced by western feminism. 
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Atanga (2013) rejects the assumption that African women are unable to recognise and challenge 

the oppression in their lives, and thus were propelled by Western feminists to act against injustices 

in their context. Atanga (2013) adds that this assumption fails to give “[African] women credit for 

thinking critically, reflexively and independently” (p. 304). Long before the introduction of the 

term feminism in Africa, women in Africa mobilised against their marginalisation and oppression 

without employing the term feminism (Arndt, 2002; Atanga, 2013). Chisale (2017) noted that 

African women have always and continue to resist patriarchy in feminist ways through music, 

poetry, scholarship, even if they do not name their activism or scholarship as feminist. For 

example, Akin-Aina (2011) describes the Maendeleo Ya Wanawake, a women’s emancipatory 

group in Kenya, as embodying “the tensions and transformations inherent in African feminism” 

(2011, p. 66), yet rejects the label feminists as it is understood to be anti-religion and anti-man.  

The rejection of the title feminist seems to be with regards to what feminism has to come to 

represent, rather than the actual politics of feminism. A challenge with dominant forms of 

feminism for some in Africa is what Arndt (2002, p. 27) recognises as the tendency to be presented 

as “hatred of men, penis envy, the non-acceptance of African traditions, the fundamental rejection 

of marriage, and motherhood, the favouring of lesbian love and the endeavour to invert the 

relationship of the genders”. As such, feminism may be seen as a Western attempt to negatively 

destabilise the relationship between men and women in Africa by challenging their practices, 

cultures, and beliefs. Emecheta in her rejection of the title feminism asserted that she does not 

subscribe to “the feminist idea that all men are brutal and repressive” (cited in Mikell, 1995, p. 

335). In her essay, We Should All Be Feminist, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2014, p. 11) says: 
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The word feminist is so heavy with baggage, negative baggage - you hate men, you hate 

bras, you hate African culture, you think women should always be in charge, you don’t 

wear make-up, you don’t shave, you are always angry, you don’t have a sense of humour, 

you don’t use deodorant.  

Adichie (2014) further says she rejected the term feminist at first and opted to call herself a happy 

African feminist. She explains that the title of feminist invokes the image of the angry woman or 

something that is equally foreign to African women. Adichie highlighted the politics of naming, 

naming of the self or of one’s politics. The politics highlighted by Adichie seem to have plagued 

other African scholars, such as Buchi Emecheta, who opted for feminism with small ‘f’ (Mekgwe, 

2002). Emecheta asserted that, while she acknowledged that some people may see her work as 

feminist, she did not identify as a feminist, because it appeared to her not to be concerned with 

issues affecting women in Africa (Mekgwe, 2002).  

Despite the reluctance by some African scholars to adopt the feminist label, there has been a lot of 

effort from scholars (who may or may not identify as African feminists) who have taken the task 

of theorising feminism, feminist activism, and what feminist research looks like in Africa (for 

example see Atanga, 2013; de la Rey, 1997; Gaidzanwa, 2013; Gqola, 2007; Kessi & Boonzaier, 

2018; Kiguwa, 2004; Mekgwe, 2007; Mama, 2011; Mangena, 2003). While these works and this 

scholarship have provided a framework for understanding African feminism, as well as illustrated 

what African feminist work is, African feminism is still characterised by “ongoing processes of 

self-definition and redefinition” (Akin-Aina, 2011, p. 66).  

Nnaemeka (2005) notes that African feminism is not just a matter of renaming the praxis, but 

rather a matter of reclaiming the practice. I contend that to be a feminist in Africa is not the same 
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as to be an African feminist. While African feminism speaks to a sense of African identity, 

feminism in Africa speaks to the notion of someone who is located in Africa but is not identified 

with Africa. To be a feminist in Africa is no different than being a feminist in China, or indeed a 

feminist on the moon. The mandate is set out by the feminist articulation that one identifies with. 

For example, Marxist feminism identifies the sources of gender inequality in the oppression of 

women in capitalist societies (Kiguwa, 2004). Radical feminism, on the other hand, would argue 

that because society is inherently patriarchal, inequality is inescapable when men and women 

interact (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). However, it is possible to see how both Marxist and radical 

feminist strands have roots in the experiences of women in the Global North, particularly white 

women, whose experiences of oppression was based on their sex. To be an African feminist 

approach can be understood as an acknowledgement of an identity that precedes one’s position as 

a feminist. Arndt (2002, p. 19) questions that given the “ethnic plurality of Nigeria and South 

Africa, it would be appropriate to speak of Yoruba-feminism or Zulu-feminism, for instance”. To 

this, she added that while this might be an interesting exercise, it would be a futile exercise as there 

is diversity even at a national level. So, therefore, African feminism does not attempt to synthesise 

the experiences of African women into one collective. However, to speak of an African feminism 

is to recognise one’s relationship to the material, psychosocial, political, historical world that one 

is living in or writing from. This, however, does not always translate to how one is 

epistemologically orientated. Therefore, it is necessary as part of reclaiming the praxis as an Africa 

feminist to not simply translate theory, but to be critical in our engagement with it.  
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3.3 Western Feminism(s)  

Before I proceed perhaps it will be useful to offer some discussion of the Western feminist 

orientations. In this section, I present a synopsis of dominant feminist agendas, highlighting what 

each prioritised in its efforts towards the emancipation of women. As African-centred feminism is 

not a complete rejection of western feminisms, I will take aspects of the vocabulary and tools 

offered by other, earlier feminist movement(s), and simultaneously elucidate aspects that these 

movements failed to prioritise. 

There are many articulations of feminism across geographies, for example, Global North versus 

Global South, and across ideologies such as liberal, Marxist, and radical, premised on what they 

regarded be fundamental issues affecting women in a particular place and time (Kiguwa, 2004; 

Mama, 2007). Although there are various expressions of feminism, “[t]he development of various 

waves or strands of feminisms, across space and time tend to converge to produce a singular 

feminist narrative” (Makama, Helman, Titi & Day, 2019, p. 2), that produces a universal 

relationship between and amongst men and women.  

Feminist movements, such as liberal and socialist feminisms, argued that gender differences are 

only a matter of biology (Lorber, 1991). Liberal feminism was founded on principles of equality 

(Kiguwa, 2004), in other words, social justice means that men and women ought to be allowed 

equal opportunities to work and education. Liberal feminism was instrumental in exposing the 

extent to which women were discriminated against. However, this movement failed to expose the 

issues of power that sustains the unequal gender relations (Kiguwa, 2004). 
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Unlike Liberal feminism, Marxist feminism identifies the sources of gender inequality in the 

oppression of women in capitalist societies (Kiguwa, 2004). Marxist feminists also draw attention 

to the fact that, even if a woman worked outside her home, she was “still expected to fulfil her 

domestic duties, and so she ends up working twice as hard, and usually for a lot less pay” (Lorber, 

1991, p. 11). By exposing the private and public material conditions of the oppression of women, 

Marxist feminism was able to argue for the economic freedom of women in both the public and 

private spheres (Jarrett, 2016), e.g., the recognition of the contributions of housewives as valuable 

to the economy of the home and society. Liberal and Marxist feminists failed to recognise the 

“micro inequalities of everyday life” (Lorber, 1991, p. 16), which makes it difficult for women to 

occupy spaces that are made available for them. This failure is rooted in the focus on equality, 

rather than giving credence to equity.  

Speaking against the limitations of liberal and Marxist feminisms, radical feminism argues that 

women do not have a space in society, because society is inherently patriarchal (Jarret, 2016). 

Radical feminists argue that inequality is inescapable when men and women interact, whether it is 

in public spaces such as work, or private spaces such as the home (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). A 

major contribution of radical feminism is the efforts to create women-only spaces that are vital for 

theorising gender inequalities (Desai, 2007). While radical feminism makes one acutely aware of 

the misogyny in society, it is simultaneously disabling, as it does not provide a way for society to 

deal with the anxiety produced by this acute awareness. In radical feminism women in large part 

cannot escape the relationships they have with men, where, even if as a society we could “dispose” 

of all men, patriarchy is not only embedded in men’s consciousness but rather, is reproduced and 
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maintained by women as well. Additionally, radical feminism fails to take into consideration the 

hierarchies and inequalities that exist amongst women (Kiguwa, 2004).  

In Feminism is for Everyone: Passionate Politics, bell hooks narrates how some women came into 

the feminist movement in the USA. hooks (2000 p. 67) states:  

Individual heterosexual women came to the movement from relationships where men were 

cruel, unkind, violent, unfaithful. Many of these men were radical thinkers who 

participated in movements for social justice, speaking out on behalf of the workers, the 

poor, speaking out on racial justice. But when it came to the issue of gender, they were as 

sexist as their conservative cohorts. Individual women came from these relationships 

angry. And they used that anger as a catalyst for women’s liberation.  

The feminist movement started as a movement that only recognised oppression as it exists along 

gendered and sexual lines. Feminists in Western societies used their newly acquired power to turn 

what was formerly perceived as the private troubles of women into public issues constituted by 

the gender inequality of the prevailing social structure (Desai, 2007; Lazreg, 2005). However, this 

movement failed to bring to the forefront the issues affecting black women. In response to the 

inadequacy in accounting for the lives of black women by dominant feminism in the USA and 

parts of Europe, black feminism emerged (Ebunoluwa, 2009). Barriteau (2006, p. 14) notes that 

black feminism was not simply an “undifferentiated notion of ‘sisterhood’”, but rather, that it was 

an intellectual body of work from black feminist scholars “reacting to the failure of existing 

feminist explanatory frameworks”. Black feminism provides a solidarity movement for black 

women in America through intersectional theory (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002). Intersectionality 

coined by Crenshaw (1991), Intersectionality contributes to the understanding of gender, by 
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proposing that an investigation of gender should take into consideration how intersecting identities 

operate within power relations embedded in social identities (Shields, 2008). 

America intersectionality highlighted the marginalisation of women of colour thus lay the 

foundation for new articulations of feminism, such as nego-feminism (Nnaemeka, 2004), and 

decolonial feminism (Kessi & Boonzaier, 2018; Lugones, 2010), Chicana/Latina feminism(s) 

(Calderón, Bernal, Huber, Malagón, & Vélez, 2012; Saavedra & Perez, 2013), and African 

feminism(s) (Gaidzanwa, 2013; Kiguwa, 2004; Lewis, 2001, 2008; Mekgwe, 2007). 

de la Rey (1997) notes that when the feminist movement was taking shape in South Africa, 

particularly within psychology, Black women had to fight for the recognition of race and class, 

along with gender as triple oppressive mechanisms. The non-recognition of how race, class, and 

gender interact to reproduce the oppression of poor and working-class black women was also 

symptomatic of feminist movements in the USA and Europe. Collins (1990) notes that, despite the 

involvement of black female intellectuals in the feminist movement, black women were hardly 

recognised as full participants of the feminist movement, since in the fight for women’s rights, 

white feminists failed to recognise the differing fight for the rights of black women for racial and 

class liberation.  

3.3.1 The application of Western feminism in Africa. Feminist research has broadened 

the focus on women’s lives beyond the areas of child-rearing and other domestic matters (Eagle, 

Hayes & Sibanda, 2006; Lazreg, 2005; Lorber, 1991). In Africa, the scope of research remains 

imbued with Eurocentric ideals, which presents women from Africa “in need of liberation, not in 

terms of their own herstory and needs, but into the ‘progressive’ social norms and customs of the 



53 

metropolitan West” (Carby, 2007, p. 740). Feminist scholarship in Africa has focused on 

“women’s burden of labour, submissiveness to men and lack of intimacy in marriages to conclude 

that women are oppressed” (Cornwall, 2005, p. 3) and centres religion and culture as sources of 

oppression for women (Atanga, 2013; Gaidzanwa, 2013; Lazreg, 2005). Western feminism 

perpetuates a reductionist culture within social sciences that reduces women into one category. For 

example, Lazreg (2005) highlights how women from Egypt and Morocco are written about by 

feminist academics as simply “Arab women” or “middle-eastern women”. This misrecognition 

and misrepresentation of women in the Global South serve to perpetuate the colonial narrative of 

Africans in need of saving from themselves by Western saviours. 

Feminist epistemologies developed by feminists in the Global South speak to the politics of 

location and the interconnectedness of race, class, gender, and sexuality, amongst others (Mama, 

2007). The focus on poverty, illness and abuse is necessary to highlight the plight of women in, 

for example, a violent or poverty-stricken society. Similarly, the focus on ethnicity, religion, 

culture and tradition is necessary, as these play a significant role in shaping the experiences of 

women. However, the narrowed view of the experiences of men and women in Africa fails to 

recognise the ways in which women can be complicit in perpetuating patriarchal relationships and 

ways in which women (and men) may resist patriarchy. 

In May of 1979, Audre Lorde penned an open letter to Mary Daly – reprinted in This Bridge Called 

My Back: Writings by Radical Women Of Color – hoping to engage her on representations of 

goddesses in Daly’s book Gyn/Ecology. In the letter, Lorde notes Daly’s representations of 

goddesses as “white, Western-European, Judio-Christian” and the absence of Africana goddesses 
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such as “Afrekete” (Lorde, 1983, p. 94). According to Lorde (1983, p. 94), in a chapter focusing 

on genital mutilation, Daly presents black women as “victims and preyers-upon each other”. 

Daly’s construction of the white goddesses and black victims serves to maintain the white saviour-

black victim narrative. As a feminist scholar Daly’s choice to focus on a single experience of 

African women’s lives without exploring the ways that African women resist many forms of 

oppression.  

While Lorde also an American woman may not be suitable for speaking against the oppression of 

women in Africa, her letter to Daly highlights the problems of Western orientated feminism that 

although she is from the West, she too feels misrecognised and misrepresented by white feminist 

scholars like Daly, who often sift through her work for quotable lines without fully engaging with 

her through her work. Lorde recognises similar carelessness in how African women are 

represented in Daly’s book. Their lives and experiences condensed For Daly’s audience into a 

single narrative of genital mutation. This focus on a single experience of African women may be 

reflective of what Lorde (1983, p. 93) mentions in the letter as a long and discouraging “history of 

white women who are unable to hear black women’s words”, referring to black women not only 

as mentioned in the book but also black women in the Global North (p. 94). Western feminism has 

been committed to representing women in Africa as “voiceless victims of ever-deepening multiple 

oppressions” (Cornwall, 2005, p. 1). The realities of the women who are presented by feminist 

scholars such as Daly are “ignored in favour of applying theories from the point of view of a more 

‘advanced’, more ‘progressive’ outside observer” (Carby, 2007, p. 740).  
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Considering this misrecognition and misrepresentations of the lives and experiences of women 

outside the global north as illustrated in Daly’s work the need for more alternative approaches to 

understanding and writing about people’s worlds and lives requires an understanding of these 

worlds. However, this is not done as an attempt to essentialise their experiences but rather as a 

way of considering how the historical, contemporary and material contexts shape the experiences 

of the people whom we are interested in writing about. Next, I discuss African-centredness as such 

an approach to thinking about, writing, working with people in Africa.  

 3.4 African-centredness  

In the essay How to write about Africa Binyavanga Wainaina (2006) satirically describes what has 

come to be known as “real Africa”. Wainaina (2006) highlights some of the tropes that are used in 

Western writing to tell stories about Africa and Africans, such as the lush lands, starvation, 

corruption, nakedness, and death. Wainaina speaks of what Mama (2007, p. 123) refers to as 

“Africa’s special place in Western mythology”, which she describes as “a dark and anti-thetical 

land of fables and fantasies, imbued with sexuality, violence and taboo.” In the essay, not only 

does Wainaina (2006) trouble the image of Africa and Africans as depicted in Western-centric 

writings, but he also shows the limitations and problematic representations of Africa in Western 

writings. 

While Africa and Africans appear to be central to some narratives produced in the West, these 

narratives “reveal not only passing academic fashions, but also the personal and political 

perspective through which African lives are read and written” (Cornwall, 2005, p. 2). In other 

words, they are not always written for an African audience, therefore orientated towards what is 
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palatable. What Wainaina (2006) points us to is that it is not only the subject of the narrative that 

we ought to pay attention to but also how the narratives (shared in a research space, through 

autobiographies, movies or tabloids, academic publications and other forms of academic 

dissemination) are informed by the politics of those who tell stories, as well as the audience for 

whom the narratives are produced.  

With the mandate to re-narrate Africa, some scholars have argued for African-centred or 

Afrocentric scholarship across different disciplines such as history, sociology and psychology 

which I will discuss further below (Carroll, 2014; Ratele, 2017a, 2017c, 2017d). According to 

Oyebade “African-centredness as a theory and philosophy emanates from 1980s diasporian 

African writing” (1990, p. 233). As an approach, African-centredness is transdisciplinary, and 

places cultures and histories in Africa at the centre of analysis, recognising these histories and 

cultures? to include yet predates colonisation (Ebede-Ndi, 2016; Oyebade, 1990). The recognition 

of African history that precedes colonisation is not intended to romanticise pre-colonial Africa but 

is rather an emphasis to resist thinking of Africa and Africans as products of the West, and thus 

only understandable through paradigms that emanate from the West. This recognition propels us 

to see Africa as a site of knowledge production rather than a site for excavation in which “data 

collection, the feverish gathering of all supposedly useful information aimed at immediate export 

to the ‘mother’ country […] for theoretical/experimental processing and interpretation” 

(Hountondji, 1990, p. 8). African-centredness scholarship can then be understood as an attempt 

“to find ways in which African research can be better informed by local concerns and 

interpretations and concurrently, for African experiences to be taken into account in general theory 

building” (Oyěwùmí, 2002, p. 1).  
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African scholarship is often assumed to be knowledge produced in Africa and only applicable 

within the African context. Ratele (2017a, 2017d) critiques this assumption, suggesting that 

African-centred scholarship is not only about producing situated knowledge but also about 

knowledge that emanates from Africa, transgresses geographical and temporal borders to speak to 

a myriad of conditions that impact human life in Africa. As Oyebade (1990) puts it African-centred 

scholarship takes Africa as a point of departure and “seeks to liberate African studies from the 

Eurocentric monopoly on scholarship and thus assert a valid worldview through which Africa can 

be studied objectively” (p. 234). African-centred scholarship concerns resistance to colonial forms 

of knowing, recognising knowledge, and expertise from Africa, as well as informing how we teach, 

and conduct research. Kwate (2005), Grills (2002), and Ratele (2017a, 2017c, 2017d, 2017e) 

illustrate, for example, how African-centred scholarship can move beyond ideology and towards 

transforming psychological praxis, i.e., moving beyond the philosophical debates towards the 

doing of psychology, in the teaching, researching and practice. In this study, I discuss departing 

from psychology how an African centred feminism might enable me to think about how gender 

and gendered dynamics are organised in and through the customary practice of lobolo. I will return 

to this later in this chapter, but for now, I will discuss how African centeredness has been discussed 

in relation to psychology. 

3.4.1. African-centred psychology. According to Ebede-Ndi, (2016, p. 72), “the goals of 

African-centred psychology […] [are] the liberation of the African mind, empowerment of the 

African character and enlivenment and illumination of the African spirit.” This is similar to what 

Palmary and Barnes (2015) posited, that there is a need for an African psychology that seeks to 

liberate Africa and Africans from Western psychology, by recognising the contexts in which the 



58 

African psyche exists, is constrained, develops, and flourishes. Grills (2002), in the book 

Counselling Persons of African Descent: Raising the Bar of Practitioner Competence, outlines 

what she considers to be the basic principles of African-centred psychology, namely: self-

definition, spirit, nature, metaphysical interconnectedness, communal order, and self-knowledge. 

Grills (2002, p. 11) states that: 

In the African worldview, the person and community adopt a teleological orientation 

[which] informs the African mind that everything in the world has been designed by God 

to be of service to man… As it discerns its purpose and the purpose of things around it, the 

African mind is informed in the world in ways that are not limited to cognition, the 

conscious mind, and intellect.  

It is important to note that some definitions of African-centredness, such as the one offered by 

Grills (2002), particularly the representation of “the African mind”, can rely on colonial 

stereotypes. These definitions present African people, whether on the continent or elsewhere in the 

world, as a homogeneous group, thus re-inscribing the very colonial ideas of Africa and Africans 

(see Ratele, Cornell, Dlamini, Helman, Malherbe & Titi, 2018). Kwate (2005) suggests that the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) fails as a diagnostic foundation for individuals of 

African descent and adds that African-centred psychology rejects the idea of mental disorders as 

intrapsychic malfunction, but rather considers mental discordance as a reflection of the larger 

social and political context.  

While Kwate (2005) offers a de-individualised way of looking at mental disorder and health, the 

simplistic and homogenous representation of an “Africa psyche” fails to account for individual 

experiences. Grills (2002) and Kwate (2005) fall into the essentialist trap, that fails to recognise 
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what Dosekun (2007, p. 41) observes when saying “the place we only happen to call Africa is very 

large and culturally diverse, made up of very different peoples, cultures and practices.” 

Additionally, the assumptions about African spirit and assumptions that all Africans believe in a 

God that created everything and have a cosmic connection or understanding, suggests 

simplistically that all “Africans have the same blood flowing in their veins which determines our 

spirit, culture and capabilities” (Dosekun, 2007, p. 41). 

Ratele (2017c) relates this to psychology, which places the metaphysical and spiritual as central 

components, and talks about cultural African psychology. While cultural African psychology 

provides a compelling approach to a study on lobolo, gender and power, as it offers an opportunity 

for thinking of the role of culture in the development of identity, it, stumbles over a few conceptual 

issues. For example, cultural African psychology tends to construct “African as exceptional” 

(Ratele, 2017c, p. 321). In this regard, cultural African psychology localises and limits knowledge 

produced in Africa or by Africans within the boundaries of Africa. Another obstacle faced by 

cultural African psychology is that, even though while culture, traditions and religiosity play a 

significant role in the lives of people, they should not be viewed as existing independently from 

socio-political influences. I suggest that, rather than using cultural African psychology, I propose 

an African-centred feminist approach which will be more appropriate to this study on lobolo, 

gender and power. Before I elaborate on African-centred feminism, it may be useful to outline 

African-centred approaches to gender, as these provide an alternative way of thinking about gender 

in Africa.  
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3.5 African-centred feminism 

Black feminism can be seen as an inspiration for the development of an African-centred feminist 

approach but is limited in its utility within an African context. The foundation of black feminism 

is primarily its move against the white-centric gaze of Western feminism. However, African-

centred feminism attempts to move beyond being “reactionary and definable against Western 

feminism” (Mekgwe, 2007, p. 21). African-centred feminism seeks to challenge marginalisation 

and oppression in Africa as a result of colonialism, apartheid, and present-day reproductions of 

patriarchy, capitalism, heteronormativity, and other mechanisms of exclusion.  

African feminism is the primary foundation for an African-centred approach due to its recognition 

of Africa as the fundamental starting point for understanding feminist activism and scholarship. 

African feminism, however, remains focused on women as the focal point for the feminist 

interventions, thus often limiting feminist scholarship to the study of women’s issues (Makama et 

al., 2019). I argue that for feminist work, particularly that which studies cultural aspects of African 

life, to be situated in Africa, there needs to be a feminist scholarship that focuses on men and 

masculine subjects in addition to women and femininities. In this case, I borrow the tools offered 

by feminists, especially African feminist scholars, to critically explore how men and women 

engage with one another within the practice of lobolo.  

African-centred feminism recognises the impact of colonialism and apartheid on both men and 

women and seeks to challenge the manifestation of patriarchy in Africa through cultural, religious, 

and political practices. African-centred feminism seeks to critically engage with the structures 

within African politics, societies, cultures, and norms that perpetuate oppression, inequality and 
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marginalisation, in order to challenge them towards the liberation of men and women. In so doing, 

an African-centred feminist approach allows for a broader, non-essentialised, anti-binary way of 

viewing lives in Africa.  

Adeleye-Fayemi (2010) suggests that African feminism should recognise how African traditional 

contexts shape these interactions between men and women. In the context of this thesis, such 

traditional practices as lobolo can be used as the apparatus through which gendered interactions 

are created and reinforced. Moreover, African-centred feminism does not essentialise Africa but 

recognises the historical, material, and cultural conditions across Africa that shape the interactions 

between and amongst men and women (Dosekun, 2007). African-centred feminism interrogates 

the impact of Western imperialism on Africa, which has resulted in hierarchies that exist along 

gendered lines but also exist on class and racial lines. African-centred feminism seeks to challenge 

institutions and systems that manifest within African contexts, and which are masked as religion 

and culture and so contribute to the oppression of women as well as men. African-centred feminism 

recognises the patriarchal, capitalist, and racial subjugation of women, and how these oppressive 

systems may also have an impact on men.  

In patriarchal societies, men hold much of the power when it comes to perpetuating systems and 

institutions that are oppressive to women. As such, dominant forms of feminism have been 

concerned with issues affecting women, with the assumption being that these issues are 

perpetuated by men. However, this view positions women as perpetually on the “wrong side of 

power” (Cornwall, 2005, p. 5), with little room for exploring how women may be implicated in 

the patriarchal behaviour that may be oppressive to other women as well as to some men. Further, 
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when considering oppression along a binary axis, feminist thinkers in Africa find themselves 

limited with regards to understanding how gendered oppression operates. The focus thus remains 

on understanding individually perpetuated forms of oppression, rather than those that can be 

located in more systemic forms such as cultural practices. African-centred feminism can be seen 

to be a response to the need to recognise varying African customs, particularly in that it focuses 

not only on issues affecting the lives of women. African-centred feminism is an approach to 

understanding the ways in which men and women may be complicit in perpetuating patriarchy 

through the guise of culture.  

African-centred feminism is intersectional. According to Kiguwa (2019, p. 227) 

“[i]ntersectionality makes it possible to consider how women [and men…] may be differentially 

positioned within multiple axes of power that in turn influences how they embody gender”. This 

means intersectionality speaks to the experiences of marginalisation but can also be useful in 

thinking about positions of presumed privilege (Chadwick, 2017b; Lewis, 2008; Warner, 2008). 

As an intersectional approach, African-centred feminism may allow me to explore how gender 

intersects with other social categories to shape men and women’s experience of lobolo. 

Intersectionality challenges the essentialist presentation of women’s experiences, by not only 

making explicit the differences between black women and white women, but also by allowing us 

to consider geographic differences, ethnic differences, and class differences (Davis, 2008). Mama 

(2007, p. 122) reminds us of the contribution made by Southern-based feminists to challenge the 

“disciplinary and locational fragmentations which have tended to demarcate and circumscribe the 

theorising of gender and gender relations”.  
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Lobolo brings to the forefront issues of heteronormativity, class, gender, and age. Intersectionality 

allows us to move beyond the dominant narrative of lobolo as only a patriarchal system that is 

oppressive to women, and instead to explore how gender intersects with class, age, ethnicity, and 

other identity categories to shape the experiences of men and women in the participation of lobolo. 

An intersectional approach allows me to explore how men and women draw on, resist, or challenge 

gendered discourses in order to construct, negotiate and enact their own gendered identities 

through participation in lobolo. I am thus able to see how people navigate different subject 

positions within their narratives, in order to negotiate power within the practice. 

3.5.1 African-centred approach to gender. In a world still dealing with the history of 

colonialism and its aftermath, coloniality (Quijano, 2007), issues of race, class, and gendered 

hierarchies are paramount to understanding any phenomenon. The African-centred feminist 

approach articulated in this thesis attempts to highlight, in the ways that Akin-Aina (2011, p. 67) 

argues, “the interplay between scholarship, practice and activism and how these inform each 

other”. Feminist epistemologies developed by feminists in the Global South speak to geo-politics 

and the interconnectedness of race, class, gender, and sexuality amongst others (Mama, 2007). The 

idea that differences between men and women are located within social practices and not biology 

became a central argument for feminist discourse (Oyěwùmí, 2002). Willott and Griffin (1997) 

state that an analysis of power ought to consider how people are not only gendered but also 

“constructed around race, class, age and sexuality” (p. 108). This means that, even though men 

have some male privilege, in a heteronormative, patriarchal, capitalist, racist society this privilege 

is limited to a few men only.  
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Gender is socially and historically constructed and has been used by many feminist scholars to 

explain the subordination of women (Moore, 2015). Scholarship on gender that focuses on the 

“processes and structures through which women’s and men’s identities and relationship were 

mediated” (Cornwall, 2005, p. 1) from a Western perspective has resulted in a limited perception 

of gender as the only defining factor for how individuals interact with one another. The focus on 

women’s lives in Africa has been predominantly concerning their conjugal identities, rather than 

exploring multiplicities of identities that extend beyond their relationship to and with men 

(Cornwall 2005; Ogundipe-Lesile, 1994). Research on lobolo has followed a similar trend. Lobolo 

has been predominantly criticised as a patriarchal practice, in which women are presented as 

passive participants in their own oppression (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Chiweshe, 2016; 

Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013; Parker, 2015).  

The tendency to essentialise women’s experiences within Western feminism leads to activism and 

scholarship that perpetuates reproducing the binary narrative of male perpetrators and female 

victims (Makama et al., 2019). African scholars such as Oyěwùmí (1997, 2002) and Amadiume 

(1987) have warned against the binary conceptualisation of gender. They argue that these 

constructions of gender are limiting in thinking about the interactions of men and women within 

the African context. The binary construction of gender is restrictive to a critical exploration of how 

men and women actively engage in ways that maintain and challenge the status quo. For example, 

in considering power, Amadiume (1987) states that power does not only operate as male 

dominance and female subordination but can also be a result of other social categories such as 

seniority. While gender is an important category for the study of lobolo, other categories that may 

be at play are class, age, ethnicity amongst others.  
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In the article African (situated) psychologies of boys, men and masculinities, Ratele (2017a, p. 10). 

elaborates on the idea of centredness (situatedness) by asking “what potential contributions 

…might a situated psychology make towards understanding men and boys?” Here Ratele outlines 

four potential orientations within African psychology of boys, men and masculinities. These 

orientations correspond with the four African psychologies, viz.: (i) universalised (Euro-

American) psychology of African boys, men and masculinities; (ii) psychological African studies 

of boys, men and masculinities; (iii) cultural African psychology of boys, men and masculinities; 

and (iv) critical African psychology of boys, men and, masculinities (Ratele, 2017a, 2017c). While 

Ratele (2017a, p. 54) focuses on how boys, men and masculine subjects “exist, experience the 

world, relate to others, and attempt to create meaning”, the premises of the article are applicable 

to a wider conceptualisation of gender. Ratele’s (2017a) conceptualisation of African (situated) 

psychology of boys, men and masculinities provides the conceptual framework for exploring 

gender in lobolo. In other words, Ratele (2017a) leads us to an African-centred approach to gender 

that allows for the exploration of gender in a way that takes into consideration the context in which 

men’s and women’s relationships are constructed. Like Ratele, Mfecane (2018a) also advocates 

for a contextualised theory on masculinities. Mfecane (2018a) argues that African scholars have 

relied on “narrow definitions of masculinities” (p. 292), based on theories of masculinities that are 

from the Global north thus reproducing intervention and scholarship that fails to speak to the 

complex lives’ of men in Africa.  

I turn next to the methodology, which is a narrative inquiry, before analysing the data I collected 

with men and women who have participated in lobolo by way of narrative discursive analysis. In 

the way that Cornwall (2005, p. 5) argues an African-centred feminist approach to gender is 
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“sensitive to the range of relational subject positions taken by women and men in the different 

domains of discourse that co-exist within any single cultural setting”. By using narrative inquiry, 

I was able to understand how men and women draw on different gendered discourse to position 

themselves as well as others in their narratives of participating in lobolo.  
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Chapter 4: African-centred feminist narrative inquiry  

4.1. Introduction  

In this chapter, I provide an outline of the approaches that inform and have shaped the methodology 

of my thesis. In the previous chapters, I showed that lobolo has been previously understood from 

a predominantly western-centric framework, which emphasises the monetary component of the 

lobolo process that serves to reproduce the dominant discourse of wives for cattle (see Kuper, 

1982). I argue that these ways of understanding lobolo are limited because, while they allow for 

feminist forms of inquiry, the patriarchal underpinnings of the practice remain unchallenged. In 

order to push this point further, we need to interrogate how lobolo has remained relevant in 

contemporary contexts. More importantly for this study, the simplistic representation of lobolo as 

a monetary transaction is inadequate, as it does not consider the social or cultural meanings 

associated with the practice of lobolo (see Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Dlamini, 1983). Instead, I 

have argued that approaching lobolo using the methods and insights from an African-centred 

narrative approach will enable us to understand lobolo as a dynamic and evolving practice, through 

which we can explore the situated ways in which men and women construct and negotiate gender, 

and through which we can trace how power is negotiated and exercised within gendered 

interactions.  

The chapter opens with an outline of the research approach I have adopted, that is an African-

centred feminist narrative approach. I discuss the feminist scholarship that has informed this 

narrative research, focusing on how these principles have guided my approach in the recruitment 

of research participants and shaped the data collection method I used, as well as my engagement 
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with the data. These principles move beyond a mechanical approach to research, which is often 

limited to the research process without engaging with the politics of doing research. Kiguwa notes 

that research in psychology has approached the concept of gender apolitically, and as a result 

questions of “power that is configured in terms of gender remain hidden and uninterrogated” 

(Kiguwa, 2019, p. 223). Feminist research takes into consideration the gendered power dynamics 

that shape the research phenomena, as well as the gender and power dynamics in the research 

process and the research space. By interrogating “networks of power that exist within social 

structures [lobolo] and between social beings”, we are able to explore how people “are actively 

produced as gendered subjects in very particular ways that either disempower or empower them 

in society” (p. 223). The African-centred feminist narrative approach employed here allows me to 

interrogate how women and men make meaning of their gendered subjectivity through 

participation in lobolo.  

4.2 Research approach: African-centred feminist narrative inquiry 

In this study, I employ a method informed by what is called narrative inquiry. In the scholarly 

literature on narrative research, a narrative is described as a process by which the narrator makes 

meaning of events and their experiences (Chase, 2008; Josselson, 2013; Riessman, 2008). 

Narratives can be verbalised or embodied framings of events in the form of autobiographies, home 

videos, performance art works, photo albums, research interviews, research reports and other 

forms of dissemination (Ochs & Capps, 1996; Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2013). The act of 

narrating is a subjective process, in which the narrator carefully selects aspects of their experience 

to share. While this may be mediated by memory and the research question at hand, it may also be 

influenced by the narrator’s desire to position themselves in a particular way. The subject position 
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one assumes in a narrative is not fixed, since different contexts draw people into different subject 

positions, where the particular narrator may assume different positions at different points of the 

narrative. In this study, I was interested in understanding how men and women position themselves 

in the narratives of their lobolo experience. I was particularly interested in the role they assume in 

the narrative and how this role is positioned in relation to other characters in the narrative.  

According to Taylor (2006), “our understanding of who we are, our identities are derived from 

accumulative ideas, images, and associations […] which make up the wider social and cultural 

contexts of our lives” (p. 94). These ideas, images and associations can be understood as discursive 

resources available to us, and they are used by our interlocutors and by narrators to position 

themselves or others in particular ways, or to “justify a practice, defend against expressed or 

anticipated criticism and so on” (Mavuso, Chiweshe & McLeod, 2019). I propose that lobolo rests 

on heteronormative gendered discourses. I was interested in how participants navigate these 

discourses in their narratives. I was interested in how participants construct, reject, take up, 

negotiate particular gendered positions in relation to their social, geographic and economic 

position.  

The research interview space is a dynamic space in which both the researcher and the research 

participant have to negotiate their identity and power (Boonzaier, 2014). The sharing of narratives 

“imposes order on the heterogeneity of experience and therefore does not merely reflect 

[experience], but constructs it” (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011, p. 17). Therefore, narratives 

are not representations of truths, but rather representations of meaning, “never fully archive[ing] 

any real closure to the meaning of an event, but rather leaves discursive space for the assignment 
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of new and times different meaning” (Kiguwa, 2006, p. 21). The narratives are open to 

interpretation, and because they have the potential for being retold, they have the potential for 

multiple competing and contradictory interpretations.  

In the study, I focussed on narratives of experiences or personal narratives. Personal narratives are 

narratives of experience as “texts which bring stories of personal experience into being by means 

of the first-person oral narration of past, present, future of imaginary experience” (Patterson, 2008, 

p. 37). The contouring of narratives for an imagined audience suggests that narratives are not only 

shared as a mechanism for recounting experience but also a form of social action or political 

practice (Kiguwa, 2006). Narratives are acts of assertion, as part of a group or means of distancing 

from a group (Ochs & Capps, 1996). Personal narratives offer an opportunity to explore “the social 

process by which social life and human relationships are made and changed” (Laslett, 1999, p. 

392). Personal narratives are also linguistic performances of identity through the narrators position 

the self in relation to others within the narrative (Taylor & Littleton, 2006). 

The meanings attached to personal narratives are located within larger social narratives (Gergen 

& Gergen, 2011; Stephens & Breheny, 2013). People draw from “accumulated ideas, images, 

associations and so on which make up the wider social and cultural contexts of our lives” (Taylor, 

2006, p. 94) in order to share their stories. For example, in 2016 I found that young men living on 

the street shared narratives with similar trajectories. In addition, I found that these narratives were 

not necessarily their own narratives but instead were rather a broader collective narrative of young 

men on the street. This was evidenced by young people’s tendency to talk generally about life on 

the street, rather than about their personal experiences of life on the streets. Morison (2011, p. 95) 
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suggests that even within these meta-narratives, individuals “can alter or transform existing scripts, 

performing these in slightly different ways”, responding to the demands of the discursive context. 

Personal narratives are embedded within the larger context and reflect the narratives of that larger 

context in which the experiences had come to have meaning (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2011). 

The narratives of men and women participating in lobolo, which are the focus of this thesis, are 

shaped by the experiences located within a specific society, culture, or family. As such, the 

individual narrative is embedded within a hegemonic discourse of what it means to be a member 

of a particular group (Yuval-Davis, 2006). So, we may see that the story of one person’s experience 

of going through lobolo as a Zulu man is embedded within the metanarrative of how lobolo is 

practised amongst the amaZulu. 

Narrative inquiry seeks to bring to the surface individual experiences that are understood as being 

constructed in, and are a reflection of, the range of contexts (cultures and societies, as well as 

narrators’ intersecting identities) within and against which they are constructed (Stephens & 

Breheny, 2013). While there is no single and unified feminist approach used in narrative inquiry, 

feminist approaches to narrative have generally been concerned with “how texts treat the 

intersections of gender with sexuality and race” (Stanley, 2017, p.xiii). People are not only 

gendered and raced, but their gender and race hold particular meanings in different contexts. As a 

methodological approach, narrative inquiry allows researchers “to enter into the experiences of 

others and serves as a starting point for understanding, interpretation, and imagination” (Yang, 

2011, p. 205). I use the narratives which I have collected as part of the work for this thesis as 

vehicles for exploring the intricacies of gender and power within the practice of lobolo. Asking 



72 

participants to narrate their experiences of lobolo allows participants to share elements of the 

experience that are significant to them.  

African-centred feminism encourages us to explore how the historical and contemporary socio-

political contexts shape the experiences of individuals. Within an African-centred feminist 

narrative inquiry, I am concerned with the implications of how gender is constructed or represented 

in text, and how these are mediated by the meanings of lobolo. 

African-centred feminist approaches have enabled me to analyse the narratives and to explore how 

men and women draw on (and at times resist) contextualised discourses of masculinities and 

femininities, in order to position themselves in their narratives about the experiences of 

participating in lobolo. I was particularly interested in how men and women position themselves 

in relation to others in relation to the customary practice of lobolo, by drawing on and/or 

challenging the dominant discourses of heteronormativity in their narratives of participating in 

lobolo. Drawing on concepts such as intersectionality from feminist scholarship and African-

centeredness as outlined in Chapter 3, I was able to explore how the exercise of power within the 

practice of lobolo is mediated by gendered identity as well as other social identities.  

4.2.1 Researchers as storytellers. A unique attribute of the narrative approach is the 

recognition of researchers as storytellers, through the ways in which they interpret and re-tell these 

narratives they have investigated (Chase, 2007). The researcher, like the research participant, is 

“thinking, reflexively aware and relationally formed self through narrated as well as narrating” 

(Stanley, 2017, p.xiii). The researcher, “in constructing a transcript, [does] not stand outside in a 

neutral objective position, merely presenting what was said. Rather, [he or she] is implicated at 
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every step along the way in constructing the narratives we then analyse” (Riessman, 2008, p. 28) 

and later re-present to different audiences. In other words, as researchers, we listen to and read the 

stories of others and in turn re-tell these stories while grounding these stories in theory and 

embellishing them with subjective, yet “expert” opinion (Gabriel, 2000). Narrative research sees 

the researcher becoming the narrator in how they interpret and re-tell these narratives they have 

investigated (Chase, 2007; Riessman, 2012). It is imperative that we are mindful of our own 

epistemological, ontological, personal, or political biases, which influence how we read or re-tell 

the narratives of others. Within an African-centred feminist narrative approach, this means 

considering how my positionality as an unmarried and educated black woman, who might be 

perceived as middle class, has an impact on how narratives are shared (co-constructed), interpreted 

and re-told.  

These narratives we produce across different platforms describe the world but may also create 

realities that may be exclusionary and sometimes oppressive to others (Harding & Norberg, 2005). 

According to Wassenaar (2006), qualitative research has the potential to cause emotional distress 

and requires researchers to consider carefully, along with other ethical considerations, the 

risk/benefit ratio of the research. Ethical consideration refers to more than just ticking the boxes 

to meet institutional demands; it includes “moral deliberation, choice and accountability on the 

part of the researchers throughout the research process” (Edwards & Mauthner, 2002, p. 14). While 

there are numerous approaches to ethics (see Chilisa, 2009; Israel, 2014; Mertens & Ginsberg, 

2009; Smith, 2013) there are four widely accepted principles, namely: (i) autonomy and respect; 

(ii) nonmaleficence; (iii) beneficence; (iv) justice (Wassenaar, 2006).  
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4.2.2 Ethics. Below, I outline the ethical considerations in conducting this study. These are 

the guidelines that regulated my own research, and they are informed by the regulations of the 

University of South Africa (UNISA) College of Human Sciences, from which ethics approval to 

conduct this study was obtained (see Appendix A). In the next paragraphs, I outline the ethical 

considerations that are observed across different research projects and outlined in the UNISA 

ethics guidelines. By discussing ethics here, rather than at the end of the chapter as is customary 

in a research thesis, I hope to show that ethical issues are a central component of the research, 

rather than a checklist at the end of the research process. In the second part of this section, I discuss 

some of the feminist principles that have guided me in this journey and have shaped my thinking 

about the research process as a whole and not only about the relationship with participants as 

discussed below. I developed the following as guiding principles for my research and 

collaborations with those I interviewed:  

1. No deception. Some of the participants assumed that I was getting married and needed the 

information to prepare for my lobolo. I explained that I was interested in their narratives as 

part of a research project that I was conducting towards the completion of a PhD. 

Participants were verbally given all details related to the study, as described in the 

information sheet (see Appendix B).  

2. Consent. This means that the purpose and aims of the study were verbally explained to all 

the participants. All participants were requested to give their written informed consent to 

participate in the study as well as to have the interview audio recorded (see Appendix C).  
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3. Confidentiality. Participants were informed that their recordings would be kept private and 

confidential. I also explained that the interview recordings would only be listened to by 

myself, the transcribers, supervisors and examiners (if necessary). Four transcribers and 

translators were employed for this task, two who could speak and write isiXhosa, one who 

could speak and write isiZulu and one for the Sesotho transcription and translation. Each 

transcriber/translator was requested to sign a confidentiality agreement (see Appendix D). 

The research assistant was also requested to sign the confidentiality agreement.  

4.  Right to withdraw. I ensured that all participants understood that they had the right to 

withdraw from the study. This meant that they were allowed to stop the interview at any 

time. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw from the study post the 

interviews.  

5. No harm. While a study may not be intrusive, participants may experience a level of 

discomfort when talking about intimate issues such as marriage and families. No 

participants showed distress that I could discern during the interview. Participants were 

encouraged to contact me should they feel distressed as a result of participating in the study. 

4.2.3 Feminist ethics. While these ethical considerations may be sufficient for the research 

process, they limit ethics to the actual doing of the research which is presented as if this work is 

divorced from political action (Chilisa, 2009). Drawing on the work of Linda Tuhiwai Smith 

(2012), Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2019) asserts that the purpose of research, or “re-search” as 

declared by Smith, should be “to reveal the dirty history, politics, embedded power dynamics, 

concealed conception of being human” (p. 2). This way of doing research does not take people as 
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sites of data extraction but is wary of how the research process can dehumanise people. In 

considering how research can subvert the human in people (the research participants and the 

researcher), I employed feminist principles as a guide to the re-humanising the research process 

(Eagle, Hayes & Sibanda, 2016; Kiguwa, 2006, 2019; Mama, 2011; Smith, 2013). In other words, 

the feminist principles enable me to think about myself and the participants in the research space 

as gendered subjects with other intersecting identities. Through these principles, I have been able 

to reflect on how these might affect the research process and the data constructed for the study.  

According to Mama (2011, p. 10), a feminist approach to research requires deliberate attention to 

“choice and design of questions, the choice and application of methods, and the interpretation and 

analysis of findings”. Firstly, in choosing a research question, feminist research views “patriarchy 

as a central organizing principle in society” (Kiguwa, 2019, p. 227). Feminist research explores 

the analytics of power in society and the intersecting effects on women (Kiguwa, 2019; Mama, 

2007). Mama (2011) asserts that feminist research in Africa needs to consider the complexities, 

nuances and multiplicities of power relations in societies, which are the result of histories of 

imperialism. Research on lobolo has generally focused on highlighting how the patriarchal nature 

of the custom has affected women, without careful consideration to the multiplicities of power that 

function within and through the practice of lobolo. I argue that, within lobolo, power does not 

occur in a unilateral way between men and women, but also acts amongst men and women, 

reproducing hierarchical constructions of gender. I will elaborate on this further in Chapter 5.  

In choosing this topic I was interested in how lobolo can be a gendered and gendering process. 

While lobolo is central to the study, my particular interest in the set of practices was to see them 
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as a lens through which we can explore specific and particular practices related to gender and 

power. I was careful to keep in mind that lobolo is not only an academically controversial topic 

(Baloyi, 2016; Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Hunter, 2016b) but is also a personal matter, which 

speaks to intimate interactions between men and women, as well as their extended families. An 

ethical study of lobolo will not only seek to expose and analyse the gendered dynamics embedded 

within the set of practices known as lobolo but will also seek critically to engage with the topic 

without inadvertently reproducing problematic discourses about African marriage practices.  

Lobolo is generally seen as the business of men and as a result, men are often presented as 

“experts” when it comes to discussions of the practice of lobolo (Dlamini, 1983). In this study, I 

was not primarily interested in understanding lobolo as a set of legal and social practices. Instead, 

I was more interested in the actual and lived experiences of individuals participating in lobolo. I 

wanted to understand how subject positioning impacts why and how men and women act within 

the set of practices governed by lobolo. I anticipated that women and men from different 

backgrounds may offer diverse narratives about participation in lobolo, and I imagined that that 

would allow me to explore the contested and contradictory workings of gender and power. 

When I decided on which participants to recruit for the study, my primary interest was in men and 

women who had participated in lobolo. I considered including also some lobolo negotiators (who 

are often male) known in isiZulu as abakongi, to be research participants. I rejected this idea 

because focusing on these men’s knowledge and “expertise” of the practice, rather than on their 

personal and more complex experiences of lobolo, might re-inscribe the patriarchal notion of men 

as knowers. In this study, I was interested in the experiences of male and female participants in 
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lobolo. In this way, I would not wish to privilege the opinions and values of men invested in a 

particular version of what lobolo means. 

In choosing the right tools with which to approach this study, I was conscious of the fact that 

feminist research means going against “malestream” knowledge production. Kiguwa argues that 

“feminist research aims to attend to women’s marginalized and often silenced voices, not just in 

the social world but also in the production of knowledge” (2019, p. 225). Feminist research and 

interventions have opened up a space for theorising women’s challenges by offering a “large and 

diverse body of theoretical and conceptual tools, a corpus of methodologies and approaches to 

knowledge building” (Kiguwa, 2004; Mama, 2007, p. 122). However, despite the ground-breaking 

work of feminist scholars in establishing spaces for women to make sense of our worlds and 

experiences, some of the strategies, tools and methods employed may be marginalising and even 

harmful if they fail to recognise the politics of location in their analysis. Due to the nature of lobolo, 

studies on lobolo have positioned women as vulnerable participants (Kyalo, 2012; Phiri, 2002). I 

was careful not to position the female participants as victims, or male participants as benefactors, 

of the custom. I realise that the capitalist-patriarchal discourses within lobolo may be oppressive 

and are maintained by both men and women.  

Feminist researchers frequently challenge the power structures that exist not only in society and 

spaces of knowledge production (such as academic institutions) but also in spaces of knowledge 

sharing such as the research interaction between researchers and their research participants. On the 

one hand, some have argued that the relationship between participants and researchers is inherently 

asymmetrical. Campbell & Wasco, for example, argue that “the researcher is the ‘all-knowing’ 
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expert, the participant is not. The researcher has access to all information about the study, its 

designs, and questions, the participant” (2000, p. 786). Feminist research sets out not only to make 

visible and to challenge hierarchies and heteronormativity in the researched phenomena, but it also 

seeks to destabilise the hierarchies and norms accepted by traditional research methodologies and 

procedures (Presser, 2005; Smith, 2013). Narrative inquiry considers storytelling as a collaborative 

practice that is situated within and shaped by historical, cultural, and social context (Riessman, 

2012), and takes this as an essential element to consider in the research process. In this way, 

narrative inquiry allows for a feminist disruption of hierarchies in the research space, by inserting 

the researcher as a key component of the research process. As part of the research process, I 

understand that being in dialogue with older participants as an unmarried woman would have 

shaped the conversation. For one there was a sense from the much older participant that in sharing 

their narrative an element of teaching about the process rather than focusing solely on their 

experience. The tendency to teach was especially noticeable in my interaction with male 

participants.  

Feminist researchers have rejected the acceptance of a strict distance between researcher and 

participants, which is advanced by positivism, where the “subjects become objects of research” 

(Eagle, Hayes & Sibanda, 2006, p. 503). The acceptance and maintenance of this distance is a way 

of maintaining a power dynamic between the researcher and the researched. As a feminist method, 

“narrative modes of interviewing […] involve challenging traditional power relations in which the 

interviewer sets the agenda and defines and structures the conversational space of the interview 

encounter” (Chadwick, 2017a, p. 10). While the research process is often seen inherently as 

skewed power interaction in favour of the researcher. Drawing on the notion that lobolo is the 
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business of men, there were times during the interview space where some male participants would 

deviate from the research interview and question my interest in the topic. In some of the Cape 

Town interviews, the male participants would address Mr Molo when responding to questions or 

simply respond with “some things you will never understand” or “some things you do not need to 

know”. In those interactions, participants would look to Mr Molo to confirm their assertions. In 

order to avoid this in the rest of the research process, I decided to conduct subsequent without Mr 

Molo. The narrative interview considers the individual subjectivities in the research space to be 

key elements in the research space, as it shapes how the narratives are constructed. In this regard, 

the interview encounter does not merely produce the research data but can be in itself the research 

data. 

4.3 Recruitment and selection of participants 

Data collection was done in two cities, namely Cape Town and Johannesburg. Initially, 

participants were recruited for the study via WhatsApp and Facebook advertisements. I circulated 

the advert (see Appendix E), which was subsequently shared by my contacts. My advertisement 

stated that I was looking for men and women over 18 who had participated in the customary 

practices generally understood under lobolo. While there are many roles in the lobolo process, I 

was specifically looking for men and women who had participated either as the ones paying lobolo 

or for whom lobolo was paid.  

I used purposive sampling, where participants are selected based on their shared experience 

(Willig, 2013). I provided a contact number and email address so that interested individuals could 

contact me. While this generated some discussion on my social media platforms, few people 
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responded to participate. Only 4 of the 18 participants from Johannesburg were recruited via this 

method, the rest were referrals from my friends and family of the researcher, as well as other 

participants.  

None of the Cape Town participants were recruited via social media. All but one (who was referred 

by her mother, who was also a participant in the study) of the 9 Cape Town participants were 

recruited through the research assistance of Mr Molo, who is also a resident of Kwa-Langa. The 

services of Mr Molo were solicited because I had limited networks in Cape Town. Due to my 

limited networks in Cape Town, it was challenging to recruit participants in Cape Town.  

I visited Kwa-Langa on two occasions, where Mr Molo introduced me to the participants. I 

explained to each participant that I was doing research on lobolo and I would like to spend time 

with them so that they could share their experiences with me. I took down the names and telephone 

numbers as well as details of their availability.  

The Johannesburg recruitment and interview schedules were structured. All participants who had 

expressed an interest were called, and a date for the interview was set over the phone and confirmed 

via email. I provided the participants with dates for when I would be in Johannesburg. There could 

be several reasons why the Johannesburg interviews took place according to the agreed schedule. 

The first could be related to logistics. Being based in Cape Town, I had to schedule the 

Johannesburg interviews close to each other, resulting in three trips to Johannesburg. The second 

reason could be related to the fact that a majority of participants in Johannesburg were in full-time 

employment, which meant that they would have to schedule time away from work to participate 

in the study. None of the Cape Town participants was in full-time employment. Three ran 
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businesses from their homes, two were taxi owners, and four were unemployed. This may have 

had an impact on how the participants responded to scheduled appointments.  

4.3.1 Participants. Figure one below shows the distribution of participants by area and by 

gender. In total 32 participants were recruited and scheduled to participate. However, only 27 

participants –18 from Johannesburg and 9 from Cape Town – were interviewed (Appendix F). In 

total there were 18 females, 13 from Johannesburg and 5 from Cape Town, and 9 males, 5 from 

Johannesburg and 4 from Cape Town. Of the 5 who cancelled, one male from Johannesburg had 

to withdraw from the study due to work commitments. Another, a male from Cape Town, fell ill 

and could no longer participate. One male from Cape Town did not return from the Eastern Cape 

after the December holidays. A couple from Cape Town suddenly relocated without notice.  

Figure 1: Participants Gender and Location 

 

4.3.2 Marital status. 16 participants reported that they were married. This included 

participants who had not legally registered their union but considered themselves to be married 
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because of having paid lobolo. One participant mentioned said he considered the lobolo to be like 

an engagement. One participant reported being divorced, one separated, 3 were widowed, and 4 

had never married. 

Figure 2: Marital Status 

 

4.4 Data collection: Narrative interviewing 

I conducted 27 face-to-face narrative interviews, 9 in Cape Town, and 18 in Johannesburg 

(schedule see Appendix G). Narrative interviews are unstructured interviews that encourage 

storytelling through conversation, often generating detailed accounts about an experience rather 

than brief answers to structured questions (Josselson, 2013; Riessman, 2008). In this study, I was 

interested in exploring how people use narratives to make sense of their gendered identities or 

attach meaning to their experiences of participating in lobolo.  

59%

3%

4%

4%

11%

15%

4%

MARITAL STATUS

Married Engaged Divorced Separated Widowed Never Married Uncertain



84 

All the Cape Town participants were interviewed in their homes. Most Johannesburg participants 

were interviewed at their offices or at a restaurant, and only two participants were interviewed at 

home. The interviews ranged between 45 minutes and 150 minutes. Each participant was 

interviewed once, and the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and translated. The 

interviews were conducted in English, Sepedi, Sesotho, isiXhosa, and isiZulu. 

4.4.1 The narrative interview. Narrative interviewing does not follow a fixed set of techniques. 

It is rather an approach to interviewing that allows researcher and participant to “forge dialogical 

relationships and greater communicative equality” (Riesman, 2008, p. 26). In this way, narrative 

interviewing can be seen to be in line with the feminist research principles that are aimed at 

destabilising the hierarchical relationship between participant and researcher. Riesman (2008) 

notes that narratives interviews enable researchers and participants to be comfortable, resulting in 

participants offering less structured accounts of their experiences, often in a narrative form 

(Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2013). I used narrative interviews because I wanted participants 

to offer rich information about their experiences. In other words, rather than asking participants to 

share their views or knowledge on lobolo, I asked participants to share narratives of their 

experience of participating in lobolo. In this way, I was able to explore how participants spoke 

about the different parties in the lobolo process as well as how the relationships between these 

parties were organised. I facilitated the construction of the narratives by asking questions such as 

these: 

• Can you tell me about the decision for you and your partner to participate in the custom 

of lobolo? 
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• Can you tell me about the events leading to the lobolo negotiations? 

• Can you remember who was so involved in the process and what was their role in the 

process? 

• What role did you play during this process? 

• Can you tell me about the events following the day of lobolo? 

Taylor and Littleton define narrative as “a construction, in talk, of sequence or consequence” 

(2006, p. 95). This means data collected in narrative form is presented as events arranged in linear 

temporal order, “communicated minimally through words such as “and then” or through references 

to time (Mavuso, Chiweshe & McLeod, 2019, p. 17). The sequential ordering in dialogue is not 

simply a representation of events but is an active “re-present[ing] experience, reconstructing it as 

well as expressing it” (Squire, 2013, p. 42) as a way of meaning-making (Altman, 2008). Busia 

(1990) notes “the stories we tell have a dual purpose of explaining an otherwise incomprehensible 

world and creating and sustaining the world in our likeness” (p. 93). In this way, the narratives we 

tell are part of identity formation (Bruner, 2001; Freeman, 2015). 

Narratives constructed for the research interview have been criticised for being artificial narratives 

moulded by the research question (De Fina, 2009). Narrative inquiry recognises the artificiality of 

narratives in research. That is to say, narrative research recognises that narratives constructed for 

research purposes are just as artificial as data collected through most other qualitative 

methodologies. However, narrative inquiry does not consider this to be a limitation, but rather a 

key component of the construction of narrative.  
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According to Ochs and Capps (1996, p. 21), “even the most silent of listeners is an author of an 

emergent narrative”. Narrative interviewing can be seen as a mode of resistance to existing 

structures of power. Narrative interviewing offers an opportunity for new ways of articulation that 

favour a less detached interaction between the researcher and the research participant (Chadwick, 

2017a; Eagle, Hayes & Sibanda, 2006; Mavuso, Chiweshe & Macleod, 2019). Chadwick, (2017a) 

states that “narrative interviews are generally co-constructed, with the interviewer ideally 

travelling along with the narrator and giving freedom to the storyteller to structure the shape of 

their narrative” (p. 6). Squire (2013) reflects on this when she discusses that the narratives told by 

her black female participants in South Africa about their experiences of living with HIV. She notes 

that as a white woman from an “overdeveloped world”, her subject position, but also the imagined 

audiences such as the consumers of the research, shaped the narratives shared by her participants 

(Squire, 2013, p. 44). However, participants may use the interview space to speak to the broader 

discourse surrounding a topic (Squire, 2013). In this study that would be, for example, speaking 

for or against the discourse of lobolo as a money-making scheme and interrogating how the 

centrality of the financial component masks the complexities of the practice as a gendered and 

gendering practice.  

4.5 Narrative discursive analysis  

It is not uncommon for individuals to respond to structured questions with lengthy responses that 

may appear to have nothing to do with the research questions. It is the work of the researcher to 

honour the narrative shared, and to resist imposing coherency on the told story (Josselson, 2004). 

Georgakopoulou (2006) describes two different waves of narrative analysis. The first wave of 

narrative analysis, the most common being Labovian analysis. Interested in the need to collect 
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reliable sociolinguistic data, is systematic and structured and focuses on the structural properties 

of narrative (see Labov, 1997). The Labovian approach which primarily focused on the analysis 

of naturally occurring data (conversation) was also used in narrative analysis. De Fina (2009) states 

that the Labovian analysis approach can be considered a starting point when thinking about how 

to analyse narrative. This approach has been criticised for placing too much emphasis on the 

structure of the narrative, while paying less attention to the context in which the narrative is 

constructed and thus privileging narratives that have included a temporal ordering (De Fina & 

Georgakopoulou, 2008, 2011; Patterson, 2008). The Labovian approach did not allow for personal 

accounts of experience that tend to be told in chronological order.  

The second wave of narrative analysis consists of approaches that are more orientated towards 

context and use more discursive approaches focused on the socio-political action of narratives 

instead of only concentrating on the temporal ordering of a plot narrative (Lindeggar, 2006; 

Phoenix, 2014; Riessman, 2012). Examples of discursive approaches to analysis are Squire’s 

(2013) experience-centred and culturally orientated approach, and Mishler’s (2006) focus on 

identity development through narrative as well as narrative discursive analysis. Taylor and 

Littleton (2006, p. 25) propose that the focus of analysis should be on structure and the content of 

the narrative as well as on the “unfolding of life stories” through references to the past and the 

future. In narrative discursive analysis, narratives are understood to be constructed through the 

reliance on larger societal discourses or meta-narratives but may at the same time be used to 

reproduce these discourses (Mavuso, Chiweshe & MacLeod, 2019; Taylor, 2005b). In other words, 

people draw on gendered discourses to make meaning of their experiences through their narratives, 

and they may reproduce these discourses in and through their narratives.  
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Narrative discursive analysis is distinguishable from other forms of narrative analysis in the sense 

that it offers the opportunity for micro and macro analytic work at the same time (Mavuso, 

Chiweshe & Macleod, 2019). Georgakopoulou (2006) usefully refers to big and small stories. Big 

stories are narratives that are represented in (auto)biographical narratives (Phoenix, 2014). Small 

stories are understood as narratives in action, such as those we tell in everyday interaction, or even 

within the context of a research interview (Stokoe & Edwards, 2006). The analysis of small stories 

enables us to pay attention to the performative work done in narrative (Phoenix, 2014). By macro 

analysis, I refer to focusing on the content of the narrative. The micro-narratives or what may be 

referred to as narratives of experience or personal narratives are embedded in or reference macro 

narratives (Squire, 2013; Taylor, 2006). Taylor and Littleton’s (2006) narrative-discursive 

approach offers a broader exploration of how people use discourse to position themselves as well 

as others. They propose that “narrative discursive analysis can show the identity work through 

which these available meanings are taken up or resisted and (re)negotiated” in talk (Taylor & 

Littleton, 2006, p. 23).  

Narrative discursive analysis also recognises that the complexities and contradictions in told 

stories mirror the complexities and contradictions of lived lives. Therefore, rather than seeking 

accurate accounts of events, narrative discursive analysis allows me to explore the meanings 

attached to the narrated experiences. In this way, narrative discursive analysis disrupts the ideas of 

objectivity and validity that are embedded within traditional research methods. Narrative 

discursive analysis is, as Morison (2011) asserts, an approach that allows us to focus on “what 

people do with their talk” (p. 98), in other words, it is to do with how people use narrative to make 

meaning of experience, use narratives to take up or resist, and to negotiate dominant discourses 
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within larger narratives (Taylor & Littleton, 2006). Narrative discursive analysis allows me to 

explore how the narrators position themselves (Morison, 2011), by taking up or rejecting particular 

discourses of masculinities and femininities within the practice of lobolo, as well as how narrative 

strategies are used by men and women to speak about power in and through lobolo. 
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Chapter 5: The Gender Theatricals of Lobolo 

5.1 Introduction 

Theatres can be described as public places for “viewing dramatic plays or other spectacles” or “an 

action presented through role-playing to an audience” (Sirayi, 2003, p. 46). Theatrical 

performances are dependent on shared knowledge of experiences between performers and 

audience. Sirayi (2003) notes that this notion of theatre, which emphasises place and the 

boundaries between performer and audience, is more in line with a European notion of theatre or 

performance. He notes that, while these are dominant understanding of theatre, various scholars 

have challenged this notion and have contributed to broadening the understanding of theatre to 

include performances and expressions that are not necessarily, limited to “theatres”, bound by 

shared meanings between performer and audiences, or even the representation of a tangible world. 

Singer’s conceptualisation of theatre as “cultural performance” includes cultural rituals, poetry, 

dance and oral narratives, and he proposes an African theatre which is a “socio-cultural interaction 

between performer and audience” (p. 47).  

In this chapter, I employ this understanding of theatre to discuss the different stages of lobolo as a 

gendered performance. I outline the various ways in which wedding ceremonies are unmistakeably 

a dramatization of traditional, cultural and/or religious symbolism (Lewis, 2018; Monger, 2004), 

and propose that regarding the lobolo processes as theatrical performances allows us to see how 

lobolo functions as a platform for the negotiation and enactment of gender. I focus on how 

participants employ gendered discourses in their description of the different roles that women and 

men play in the process.  
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The narratives shared by participants in this study illustrate that lobolo is about more than just the 

offering of wealth by a groom to his intended in-laws towards formalising a relationship. While 

this component may be considered the main act in the lobolo process, it is only a part of the larger 

process.  

As discussed in the previous chapters, literature on lobolo tends to focus on the monetary aspect 

of lobolo, thereby reinforcing the narrative of sale and purchase and the impact lobolo has on 

women (see Ansell, 2001). While this focus on the transference of wealth has provided a platform 

for exploring the marginalisation of women within the practice of lobolo, this has limited the 

discussion on lobolo to simply a discussion of oppression and objectification of women through 

the practice. This may be considered consistent with feminist research which tends to highlight the 

plight of women in Africa, particular within heterosexual conjugal relationships (Chiweshe, 2018; 

Cornwall, 2005). The over-simplification of the custom into a monetary transaction hinders the 

possibility for thinking through how women (and men) negotiate their gendered positions, power 

or agency through the practice.  

In this chapter, I expand the narrative of lobolo practices beyond the exchange of wealth and argue 

instead that lobolo is a multi-staged and complex set of processes that enables men and women to 

enact as well as resist particular gender roles. While the lobolo process varies across geographic 

locations, cultural groups and families (Ansell, 2001; Khomari, Tebele & Nel, 2012; Parker, 2015), 

I consider the similarities in the overall process which I refer to as the “lobolo script”. The lobolo 

script not only outlines how the story plays out, but also stipulates the role each actor plays, and 

what the limits of their performances are. I refer to these scripts, roles and parameters of 
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performance as the theatricals of lobolo. Building on the idea of theatre, I outline the different 

phases of lobolo as different stages of a theatrical performance. I use the headings: 1) Setting the 

scene; 2) The rehearsal; 3) The main act, and 4) Post credit to indicate the function of the different 

stages in the overall process. 

5.2 Setting the scene 

In this section, I focus on the events that generally precede the day of the lobolo payment. While 

there is not a great deal of research that focuses on these events, the narratives shared by the 

participants in this study suggest a coherent pattern that repeats. The interactions between the 

different parties, in the initial stages, set the precedent for the subsequent negotiation and 

enactment of gendered roles and the exercises of power.  

5.2.1 Deciding to get married. The transition of a romantic relationship, from a causal 

connection to a committed one, is often marked by symbolically elaborate gestures such as the 

marriage proposal (Vannini, 2004). Marriage proposals are not only romantic gestures but also 

illustrate how autonomy and agency play out in heterosexual relationships. Even though both 

parties in a relationship may desire marriage, the power to make that shift in the relationship is 

generally seen to lie with the man (Sassler & Miller, 2011). A marriage proposal marked by the 

offering of an engagement ring is one of the most recognisable expressions of a man’s desire to 

move the relationship from the casual stage to a more committed stage (Lamont, 2014). In this 

section, I consider how the men and women I interviewed narrated the transition in their own 

romantic relations, through the payment of lobolo.  
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For most of the participants going through lobolo was mandatory. The examples below focus on 

the discussions would-be husbands and wives had as part of the planning for the lobolo. Koketso 

(32), a married female from Johannesburg, mentioned that the conversations she had with her 

prospective partner were centred around the finances for the lobolo:  

Our talks were mainly about what he could afford and what I should suggest to my family. 

While the planning for lobolo involves both men and women, it seems as though there is, in 

Koketso’s version, an understanding of the roles that the different parties are expected to play. 

While couples may both be involved in the planning for the lobolo process, it is generally accepted 

that the financial responsibility for lobolo falls on the man. The expectation that men should 

provide lobolo is consistent with the male provider discourse, and so lobolo is described as a 

demonstration of a man’s ability to financially provide for his family (Casale & Posel, 2010; 

Mhongo & Budlender, 2013; Posel, Rudwick & Casale, 2011). Even though times are changing, 

and women are more likely to work outside the home, the male provider discourse remains 

dominant in lobolo discussions (Jaga, Arabandi, Bagraim & Mdlongwa, 2018).  

In addition to the lobolo being a demonstration of a man’s financial stability, the expectation that 

men should provide the lobolo can also be seen as a continuation of the autonomy that is afforded 

to men in determining how and when the relationship progresses (Lamont, 2014). Through lobolo, 

men are continually active participants, while women are in the margins either waiting to be asked 

or as supporting characters working in the background mediating the lobolo process.  
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An example of this mediation comes from the interview withs Koketso, who stated that following 

the discussion with her partner, she made a recommendation to her family about how much they 

could request for lobolo. Rudwick and Posel (2014) found that while some women regarded having 

a large amount paid for their lobolo as an honour, others shared that it is important to advise their 

families not to request a large sum as this might discourage their partners from getting married. 

While the roles that women play may seem to be in the periphery, it is pivotal to ensuring the 

success of the lobolo process. Some of the women also shared that they recognised that it was 

important to act as a mediator between their future husbands and their families, otherwise their 

families would use lobolo as an opportunity to exploit their future husbands. Mandla (36), an 

engaged male from Johannesburg, expressed this frustration with regards to fear of being exploited 

during participation in lobolo:  

Yeah! She mentioned it. She said straight “I can’t disrespect my parents” and again it is 

more like in a relationship the emphasis is on “my parents, my parents, my parents”, there 

is no “me, me, me”. It’s “my, my, my; me, me, me” is never there. 

The above quote is Mandla’s response to a question I asked about whether he and his partner 

believed lobolo was an optional or a mandatory process. From the extract, it appeared as though 

Mandla did not want to participate in lobolo. This is clear from his attempts to distance himself 

from the decision, mentioning the fact that his partner was the one who decided that they should 

include lobolo as a sign of respect for her parents. Some authors note that In this way, l 

Therefore, while Mandla used the word parents, he was most likely only referring to the father.  
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Mandla’s repetitive use of the words “my parents” and “my”, which is used in the narrative to 

show emphasis (Bamberg, De Fina & Schiffrin, 2007), suggests that his frustration with lobolo is 

related to the centrality of the parents. He further expresses this frustration by referring to the 

absence of “me” in his partner’s argument for lobolo. By referring to the absence of “me” in his 

partner's argument in favour of lobolo, Mandla suggests that if the lobolo conversations were more 

about his partner, rather than her parents, he might be more willing to participate. Mandla 

illustrates this below by suggesting that he only agreed to participate in lobolo because it was 

important to his partner. 

… yeah, I didn’t want it, but the person I wanted to be with, the person that I love was for 

it. But for me in order to get her, if I don’t pay lobola and then I won’t be able to be with 

her. Then I felt that I was compelled, it was more of I was being pushed to do this because 

in the end then if I don’t do it, we will separate in the end. 

In the above quotation, Mandla suggests that he was compelled by love itself to participate in the 

lobolo custom, and not by his partner. This is also evidenced by his repetitive use of “I” and the 

erasure of his partner in this narration can be read as an attempt to show that he was an active 

participant in the decision making, which is contrary to his earlier assertion where it seemed like 

his partner was in charge of the decision making. The switch in Mandla’s narrative illustrates what 

Kiguwa (2006) notes as the multiple possible meanings of experience in narrative, even in the 

same narrative. The multiple meanings Mandla attaches to the same experience allows him to 

construct and negotiate his gendered position within the narrative and in the narrations, as well as 

resolve some of the contradictory positions he assumed in the narrative.  
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In his explanation for why he decided to go ahead with the lobolo Mandla does not draw on the 

discourses of cultural or moral legitimacy to assert himself as a real man, that is a man who honours 

traditions and honours his partner (Mwamanda, 2016). Instead, Mandla constructs lobolo to be an 

act of love. While love is often associated with femininity as it often understood to be about 

weakness and delusions (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Singh, 2013), Mandla uses this discourse of love 

to position himself in a more favourable masculine position. It seems as though Mandla uses this 

second extract to reposition himself as the dominant partner. He does so by positioning himself as 

someone who chose to participate in lobolo as a means to an end, in other words “in order to get 

her”. This strategy can also be linked to heteronormative constructions of masculinity, where men 

pursue and women are the pursued (Malinga & Ratele, 2012). In this way, Mandla is able to move 

away from his initial position as someone who had little power in negotiating the lobolo. 

It appears from these extracts that Mandla’s rejection of lobolo is not linked to his perception of 

its relevance, but rather to how he feels himself to be positioned through the process. Perhaps the 

frustration for Mandla is that lobolo is a threat to his masculinity, where he is not acting out of free 

will but rather is made to participate in a process that subjects him to a submissive position - not 

only in relation to his partner's parents but also in relation to his partner. By decentralising his 

partner's parents from the process, as well as presenting lobolo as an act of generosity, Mandla is 

able to maintain the gendered norms in which he (the man) acts out of his own free will. For 

Mandla to do this, he positions his partner as someone “deserving” of marriage. The absence of 

his partner in the second extract is perhaps an attempt to re-present her in a more positive light, as 

a way to mitigate against the view of women who are seen as transgressing their gendered roles 

by being overly assertive or independent (Chisale, 2017; Lamont, 2014).  
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These examples from Koketso and Mandla, regarding the decision to participate in lobolo, 

illustrate that lobolo is not only a “traditional process between extended, families but also as a 

more individualized, dyadic process between a would-be husband and wife” (Yarbrough, 2018, p. 

3). The process is a negotiated and gendered process right from its initial stages. While for some 

people lobolo is considered as a necessary component of getting married, for others, particularly 

for some men, lobolo has become a taxing and possibly exploitative practice (Casale & Posel, 

2010). James (2017) argues that, even with the perceived working opportunities for black men, 

lobolo and the accompanying demands from families continue to place high demands on men.  

5.2.2 The lobolo letter. The delivery of the letter is a traditional method of informing 

prospective in-laws of one’s intention to get married (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Radebe, 2016). 

Due to the absence of literature that focuses on these initial stages of the lobolo process, it is 

difficult to trace the origins of the lobolo letter. The writing and delivering of a physical letter, in 

contemporary practices of lobolo, may be considered a peculiar practice given that there are other 

forms of communication such as emails and telephone calls. Some authors note that today this 

letter serves as more than a request for the two families to meet to discuss the union between two 

families; the letter, together with the minutes of the negotiations and agreement, are all noted and 

are sometimes kept long after the wedding celebrations and may be used as evidence in court if 

there is a dispute regarding the validity of customary marriage (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Radebe, 

2016). 
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In this section, I consider the lobolo letter to be the first step in formalising the relationship by 

involving family members in the process. Mbali (29), a single female from Johannesburg, 

describes how for her the letter served as a form of marriage proposal. 

I think he told me about his intentions to marry me after the letter had been drafted. So, 

they were going to send one of his brothers to go and hand-deliver or rather put it in the 

post box at my grandmother’s house and that’s what they did. 

What is evident from Mbali’s narrative is that the sending of the letter is gendered in similar ways 

to the rest of the lobolo practice. Mbali suggests that there is a script to the delivery of lobolo letter. 

For example, that the lobolo letter needs to be delivered and received by a specific family member. 

The lobolo letter also needs to be delivered in a particular way. Mbali mentions that, in her case, 

the letter was delivered to her grandmother’s post box. The delivery of the letter has to be done by 

a representative of the groom’s family and in most cases, this would be a male relative (Dlamini, 

1983). The letter will also typically be received by a male representative of the family, on behalf 

of the bride’s father. In Mbali’s case because she was raised by her grandmother in the absence of 

her father or other male representatives as is common in South Africa (Ratele & Nduna ) 

The lobolo is addressed to the father of the bride because children are considered to belong to their 

father (Nhlapo, 2019; Parker, 2015). Children’s paternal lineage is established through the 

payment of lobolo (Jeffreys, 1951) or the payment of inhlawulo which has come to be commonly 

understood as damages (see Langa, 2010; Makusha & Richter, 2016; Nduna, 2014). If the father 

is not married to the mother or does not offer inhlawulo, children belong to their maternal side of 

the family. I discuss this further in Chapter 7 but mention it here in relation to Mbali’s narrative. 
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Mbali a 29-year-old woman from Johannesburg mentioned that she was raised by her grandmother 

and at the time of the interview didn’t have a relationship with her parents. By delivering the letter 

to her grandmother, the sender of the letter acknowledged that the lobolo would be received by her 

grandmother. 

Another participant, Mam’ Dolly (56), a married woman from Johannesburg, also spoke about the 

delivering of the lobolo letter as the initiation of the lobolo process.  

Ahh Refiloe (laughter). There was no long conversations and proposals like you do today. 

I just got a message from home that a letter was delivered.  

I had asked Mam’ Dolly about the conversations she and her husband had had when they decided 

to get married. She corrected me, saying that there were no marriage proposals in the sense that I 

had meant. She suggested marriages that are initiated with long conversations and proposals are a 

modern phenomenon that she did not experience. The long conversations and proposals Mam’ 

Dolly was referring to are part of the western idea of marriage proposals that speak to discourses 

of romantic love which is between two people (Vannini, 2004). She mentioned that she was not 

aware the lobolo letter would be delivered, acknowledging her understanding of marriage as 

something that extends beyond the conjugal couple.  

Mam’ Dolly also said that, even though she was living with her then-boyfriend, she found out from 

her family rather than from him about his intention to get married. The sending of the letter, and 

thereby initiating the lobolo process, without the inclusion of the bride is consistent with the 

trajectory of traditional heterosexual relationships where men determine how and when 
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relationships move from one stage to the next (Malinga & Ratele, 2012; Mgwaba & Maharaj, 

2018; Sassler & Miller, 2011).  

The fact that it didn’t appear untoward to Mam’ Dolly that her partner would initiate the lobolo 

process without talking to her first shows women’s complicity with the patriarchal construction of 

women as minors. However, this position of women as minors should not be read as a unique 

attribute of lobolo. In fact, this construction of women as passive participants in the lobolo process 

concurs with Lukes’ (2005) observations of heterosexual relationships. Lukes (2005) states that 

power in intimate or familial relationships is exercised through the ability to make decisions. 

Within heterosexual relationships, men tend to make decisions regarding the trajectory of the 

relationships through a marriage proposal or, in this case, the sending of a letter.  

The exclusion of the bride from the process implies that lobolo is a matter between the groom and 

the bride’s family. Traditionally, lobolo was offered by a man’s family on behalf of their son, since 

the groom would not have yet accumulated any wealth of his own (Dlamini, 1983; Groes-Green, 

2009; Walker, 1992). This traditional construction of lobolo is discussed by Eunice (38), a married 

female from Johannesburg. Eunice describes the theatricals involved in the sending of the lobolo 

letter as a matter between the families. She states that it is not only the bride that is excluded from 

this process but the groom as well: 

Ka sePedi we send a letter before the lobolo starts. A letter was sent by his family to mine. 

It was said “we will come on a certain date” not “we are requesting to come”. Ja, plus 

people from the villages, if they say they are coming on a certain date you don’t want to 

say, “ah not another day”, they are very relaxed in those ways because anyways there isn’t 

much to do, what will stop things from happening on that day you know so just do it. 
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Eunice describes her lobolo experience as conforming to the traditional practice of lobolo, in the 

sense that the lobolo process was a matter handled by families. Eunice’s narration differs from that 

of Mbali and Mam’ Dolly in that her partner is not mentioned in this narration about the lobolo 

letter. It is more apparent here how the lobolo letter becomes the first interaction between the 

families. Even though some participants shared that their families were acquainted with their 

partner’s family, the sending and receiving of the lobolo letter marked the first of the formal 

interactions between the two families.  

What is demonstrated by the above example is how the lobolo letter also serves as a platform for 

the families to negotiate power. In describing the contents of the letter, Eunice states that the letter 

from the groom’s family to the bride’s family stipulated when they would come to begin the lobolo 

negotiations. She goes on to add that this date in the letter is often not contested. While this can be 

seen as an exercise of power by the groom’s family over the bride’s family, it appears that this is 

not recognised as such. Eunice explains that there would be no reason for contesting the date 

because “people from the villages… are very relaxed… and there isn’t much happening”. In this 

way, Eunice expresses an apolitical view of the lobolo theatricals. The homogenous description of 

“people from the village” is a rhetorical tool to suggest that the lobolo processes, starting with the 

sending and receiving of the letter, are engagements between equal parties. What can be inferred 

from this example and statements made in the other participants’ narratives, is that lobolo extends 

the relationship between a man and woman to that of a relationship between families. Therefore, 

discussions on lobolo move beyond the gender and power dynamics between men and women, 

and towards thinking about how power operates between families. While Eunice implied that the 

interactions between the families is one of equals, other participants suggested that power 
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oscillates between the families throughout the lobolo process, beginning with the sending and 

receiving of the lobolo letter.  

In the rest of this chapter, I will show how the power dynamics between individuals and families 

are frequently fluid and changing, at different stages of the lobolo. Building on the idea of theatre, 

I discuss the phases of lobolo in the rest of this chapter as different stages of the lobolo theatricals. 

In the next section which I have titled The rehearsal, I discuss the events following the sending 

and receiving of the lobolo letter. I focus on the gendered power dynamics as they play out within 

families. I consider these intra-family negotiations to be a type of rehearsal for the inter-family 

lobolo negotiations which I explore further in the section, titled The main act.  

5.3 The rehearsal  

Lobolo as a gendered practice has received much attention, and in particular, attention has been 

given to the ways in which lobolo as a matrimonial practice reproduces asymmetrical relationships, 

most obviously between men and women, but also between and amongst family members (Moore 

& Himonga, 2017; Yarbrough, 2018). However, not much has been said about how lobolo is used 

as a custom through which gender is negotiated rather than replicated. In the next section, I discuss 

how lobolo may serve as a platform for men and women to negotiate, challenge and creatively 

enact gender identities. In this section, I discuss the next stage of the lobolo which I refer to as The 

rehearsal. The rehearsal refers to the intra-family negotiations towards the planning of the lobolo 

negotiations.  
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Intra-family negotiations in which would-be brides and grooms engage with their respective 

families, as well as the interactions and negotiations between and amongst other family members 

regarding the lobolo procedures, set precedence for the inter-family lobolo negotiations. I consider 

this stage to be a pivotal point in the lobolo process, in that the intra-family negotiations allow the 

bride and groom as well as other families to come to an internal agreement before the inter-family 

negotiations. I focus specifically on the interaction between the bride/groom and her/his family, in 

preparation for the lobolo proceedings, and show how this sets a precedence for the lobolo 

negotiation. This process, I argue, acts as a form of rehearsal for the day of the lobolo negotiations.  

5.3.1 Understanding the characters. Some scholars on lobolo have noted that lobolo is 

predominantly a masculine practice (see Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Yarbrough, 2018), except in a 

few societies where women are in charge of the lobolo process such as the Tsonga and Venda 

people5. Women often need to be invited into these spaces, and when they are invited, they are 

welcomed only as long as they fulfil particular roles. Mupotsa (2008) describes these roles in her 

reflections on her own lobolo, during which her aunts were responsible for ensuring that she 

presents well on the day. There are many roles that women may be required or permitted to fulfil 

throughout the lobolo process. Below, Eunice (38), a female participant from Johannesburg, 

speaks about the role of a bride in the lobolo process:  

 

5 I would like to note that the lack of literature that speaks to women as lobolo delegates confirms the androcentric 

nature of the lobolo narrative.  
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You know as a makoti, if you start saying “no, I want this to be on this day” it’s going to 

come across as being arrogant. No. They will tell you “no, this is how things are done”. 

These things depend on who should be there, who is available on this date. And you just 

go with it. 

Eunice speaks here about the roles that individuals play in the lobolo theatricals. Although the 

bride is at the centre of the lobolo, she has limited autonomy in how the lobolo proceeds. This may 

be due to the juniorisation of unmarried women, which is common in most patriarchal societies 

(Chiweshe, 2016). Eunice states that brides should not assert themselves too much in the decision 

making, as is consistent with notions of humility and docility or ukuhlonipha (to have respect) 

which are considered to be good feminine traits (Atanga, 2013; Bhana, 2016; Rudwick & Posel, 

2015).  

Discourses of respect and respectability are crucial to the different roles played by people during 

the process. Even though Eunice does not explicitly mention who the “they” are it can be assumed 

that these are the elder members of the family, which in most cases are the elderly female relatives 

who take on the responsibility for socialising younger females into assuming acceptable gender 

roles (Oyěwùmí, 2005a). Women are expected by society to embody particular feminine ideals 

such as passivity and docility, men to demonstrate assertiveness (Moloko-Phiri, Mulaudzi & 

Heyns, 2016). Even though the participants acknowledged these expectations, they also mentioned 

that it was sometimes necessary to deviate from these expectations in order to ensure that their 

families approach the lobolo negotiations in a way that ensures that the lobolo negotiations take 

place with minimum conflict.  
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The second extract from Eunice’s narrative refers to the fact that the intra-family negotiations take 

place with regards to what one is permitted to do, but also about the manner in which these things 

ought to be done. For example, other considerations that need to be made within the family relate 

to when and how the lobolo negotiations will take place, as well as who gets to participate in the 

lobolo process. 

 Kuper (2016) noted that lobolo is a fairly regulated process in terms of who receives the lobolo, 

as well as who is allowed in the negotiation space. Across the narratives, the issue of who gets to 

participate in the lobolo was described as a serious point of contestation within families. Because 

lobolo procedures are often carried out by male relatives, participants shared that some of their 

family members would insist on being part of the lobolo delegation even though they didn’t have 

a close relationship with either the bride or the groom. It is evident from Eunice’s extract that the 

bride is not the one who makes decisions regarding who is part of the process, as Eunice states that 

“they will tell you… this is how it is done”. Eunice does not explain who the “they” are she is 

referring to, but it can be assumed that it refers to those who have been allowed to enter what 

Kuper (2016, p. 274) calls the lobolo “circuit”, that is the lobolo decision making space. Sechaba 

(32), a married man from Cape Town, speaks about the parameters of the lobolo circuit:  

And you know how it is in the lobola negotiations? If you have never been married, you 

are not involved in the negotiations. 

Sechaba mentions the state of having been married as a defining category for who should be 

allowed to be part of the lobolo circuit by suggesting that only married people (men) are legitimate 

participants in the lobolo negotiations. In this case, it is evident how lobolo is used as an apparatus 
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for hierarchical positioning of masculinities and femininities within the practice of lobolo. Sechaba 

implies that these hierarchies are determined by marriage status. In some of the narratives, the 

hierarchies were determined by other factors such as age, gender and socio-economic status. In yet 

other narratives, like the example from Koketso, the inclusion of some people in the lobolo process 

was determined by their affiliation with the bride and groom.  

Refiloe: Who chose the lobolo delegates? 

Koketso: I chose the delegates. My mother had her options, but she asked me. So, I 

suggested my favourite uncle, and my spiritual parents and another uncle, who could not 

make it but sent his son to represent him. These are people who raised me, my mother is a 

single parent. 

Koketso expressed that she had more autonomy in selecting her lobolo delegates, therefore instead 

of having only her uncles she used the lobolo process to honour family members she believed had 

contributed to her upbringing. In choosing her lobolo delegation, Koketso shows that the lobolo 

circuit is permeable, and thus that the roles people may play in the process are negotiable. While 

the participants spoke about gendered roles as fixed, it was evident in the narratives that men and 

women would “transgress” the gendered roles within the process. In the next section sections, I 

will discuss how men and women transgress the roles within the intra family negotiations.  

5.3.2 Getting into character. What is evident from the above examples is that the inter-

familial rehearsals are connected to the rest of the lobolo theatricals. In the rehearsal, the bride and 

groom, as well as other parties, may try to challenge some roles in an effort to have their say about 
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how the lobolo negotiations will unfold. Jabulani (36), a male from Cape Town, speaks to the role 

of brides in the preparation for lobolo:  

A woman will tell her mother everything that is about to happen. She does this so that her 

mother can prepare her father for the arrival of the visitors. She [the mother] will soften 

him up the way she knows how, so that he is not too harsh when the visitors come. A girl 

will not call her father about such matters.  

Jabulani describes how a woman might influence the lobolo processes without crossing the 

boundaries to which Eunice alluded. He explains that a woman will inform her father about the 

visitors, that is the lobolo delegates, through her mother. Two points are worth highlighting here. 

The first is that intra-familial negotiations are mediated by the relationships that the parties have 

with one another. For example, according to Jabulani, a woman cannot talk to her father about 

lobolo, but she can talk to her mother. In turn, the mother will speak to the father. Here we see 

how the mother is invited into the space to act as a mediator between father and daughter. The use 

of the words “prepares” and “soften” in this extract speaks to the construction of men (fathers in 

particular) as unapproachable and therefore needing to be prepared to receive the visitors. Lesejane 

(2006) warns against this negative construction of fatherhood, arguing that black fathers today are 

treated with suspicion rather than recognised as protectors and guardians for their children. While 

Lesejane’s (2006) caution allows us to challenge the stereotypical construction of black men as 

dangerous, his construction of men as protectors still feeds into the discourse of men as violent 

and as a result, a view of fathers as unapproachable.  

Jabulani describes a hierarchical intra-familial interaction, in which the bride speaks to her mother 

and the mother speaks to the father. He describes the intra-family interactions and negotiations as 
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occurring within the already established roles. For example, such roles are negotiated between 

mothers and daughters, and between husbands and wives. The hierarchies are also made evident 

by the nouns Jabulani employs in describing the various interactions within a family, for example, 

he uses the noun “woman” to refer to the bride in her interaction with her mother, suggesting an 

interaction between adults. Jabulani later switches from using the noun “woman” to using the noun 

“girl” when referring to the interaction with the father. This is a patriarchal construction of women 

as minors under the guardianship of their father and other male relatives, a control which is 

transferred to the husband and his family through marriage (Shope, 2006). This positioning of the 

bride is also extended to other females, including the mother of the bride who is assumed to be 

under the guardianship of her husband. Therefore women, in such understandings of family, cannot 

be custodians of their children (Kuper, 2016). This is further exemplified by the understanding that 

lobolo, although offered to the bride’s family, is technically offered to the father of the bride.  

While women are often said to have only a minor role to play in the lobolo process, the example 

from Jabulani illustrates that women play a pivotal role in the background, by ensuring that when 

the two families meet the lobolo negotiations run smoothly. Rudwick and Posel (2015) note that 

the literature on lobolo has not explored the ways in which women maintain the custom and claim 

agency through lobolo. The dominant narrative on lobolo is embedded within the binary 

construction of male oppressors and female victims and thus does not allow much room to explore 

alternative gendered dynamics within and through lobolo such as how masculinities are negotiated 

through the lobolo 
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. It is evident from Jabulani’s example, as well as that of others in this study, that while women 

may take on more active roles in the lobolo process, these roles still remain within the acceptable 

parameters of what may be considered feminine behaviour.  

Across the different narratives, it was suggested how brides may approach the issue of lobolo with 

their families without appearing too assertive in the process. Below are some of the tactics used 

by women to influence how much is requested for the lobolo. Lethabo (37), a married female from 

Johannesburg, reflects on this awareness of the gendered parameters in the lobolo process:  

For me it was a no-go area to say to my family “okay charge him this much” and I just 

told them that he comes from a humble family, they don’t have a lot of money, you see. As 

to how much they charged him, I didn’t really have a hand.  

Lethabo shared that it is not the place of a bride to influence how her family determines the amount 

that will be requested for lobolo from the groom. Despite this, Lethabo states that she nevertheless 

attempted to intervene by mentioning to her family that her husband-to-be is not from a wealthy 

family. By mentioning her in-laws and not her husband when talking about the lobolo payment, 

Lethabo refers to the traditional practice of lobolo in which the lobolo was not the groom’s 

responsibility but the family’s responsibility (Dlamini, 1983). The constriction of lobolo as family 

responsibility allows Lethabo to distance her partner from being perceived as a man who cannot 

afford lobolo, and in so doing she positions her husband as a man who will be able to provide for 

his family. 

It is evident in the example above that Lethabo, while moving towards crossing the borders of her 

designated female role, does so with caution, acknowledging that it was not her part to influence 
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the decision that her family comes to with regards to how much would be requested for lobolo. 

This difficulty of having to manage one’s role as bride and daughter was also mentioned by other 

participants. Jabulile (44), a divorced female from Johannesburg, described this management of 

roles as like being caught in the middle. Below she describes what makes it difficult for women to 

act as mediators between their families and their partners:  

You get caught in the middle because you want to be appreciated like that. You want to 

also honour who you are and understand where your family is coming from for setting 

whatever price they have set. You want to allow that. You want to respect that and want to 

appreciate that, but you also think ok, but then it’s actually my future husband. So, you 

really get caught in the middle, because this is a person you are trying to start a life with.  

Jabulile explains that during the lobolo process brides understand that the amount given for lobolo 

is symbolic of their worth. They are also confronted with the fact that this amount will be paid by 

their future husbands and as such has implications for their future. Jabulile states that her role as a 

mediator is inhibited by her position as a daughter, and her imminent position as a wife. The 

distress experienced by Jabulile is linked to the transition from one stage to the next, which can be 

marked by discomfort. Rudwick and Posel (2015) report that, for women, the initiation of the 

lobolo marks the beginning of their new lives. While they still want to hold on to their lives before 

marriage, they recognise the new role that they are about to enter into as one of a better status 

(Rudwick & Posel, 2015). For Jabulile, similar confusion is expressed by her listing of the number 

of things she wants to do (all related to her role as a daughter) which seems juxtaposed to what she 

recognises to be in her best interest as a wife-to-be. This consideration of life after lobolo was 



111 

shared by some participants, both male and female. In the following extract Mbali (29), mentions 

how the consideration for life after lobolo was a pivotal point of the intra-familial negotiations: 

I … briefed her[grandmother] prior to the meeting and I said to her that they need to be 

very reasonable because yes, it’s custom that we pay lobolo and stuff. But, at the end of the 

day, we still need to live as well. You know. If we charge him an arm and leg, what am I 

going to eat tomorrow? 

Mbali, who was raised by her grandmother, reported that she approached her grandmother to try 

to influence the lobolo process. Although Mbali does not state why she chose to speak to her 

grandmother, it can be assumed that she approached her grandmother so as not to appear to be 

overstepping her position as a bride. In this instance, her grandmother serves as the mediator 

between Mbali and the lobolo negotiators.  

In her attempt to argue for reducing the amount of lobolo, Mbali states that even though she 

recognises lobolo to be a mandatory custom, it is necessary to consider the implications of the 

custom on everyday living. Mbali highlights the financial implications that a high lobolo might 

have on her life with her partner and presents herself as a dependent within the union. In so doing, 

Mbali appeals to her grandmother’s (and her family’s) affection for her.  

What can be noted from this example is the complexities associated with the lobolo process. 

Individuals are expected to assume various roles throughout the process and these roles have to be 

constantly negotiated. For Mbali, the complexities are expressed through how she positions herself 

as both an insider and outsider to her family. This can be inferred from the way in which she 

alternates her use of the pronouns “we” and “I” in this quote.  
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Mbali begins by mentioning that she recognises that they have to pay lobolo. The use of “we”, 

here refers to her and her prospective partner, implying that the lobolo is a shared responsibility. 

It may be that in presenting herself and her partner as one, Mbali hopes that her grandmother 

(representing her family) would not be a burden to him, nor to her. This is further demonstrated 

by her second use of “we” when she says, “We still need to live”. James (2017) reports that due to 

the cost of lobolo and the immediate cost of the wedding, most couples find themselves overly 

indebted in the early years of their marriage, resulting in a lot of conflict in the marriage. 

Mbali’s third “we” in this extract refers to herself, her grandmother, and possibly other members 

of her family as part of the collective that will decide how much should be requested for lobolo. 

While the bride is said not to be part of the decision making and is not supposed to know the 

amount that is requested by her family (Ansell, 2001; De Haas, 1987), Mbali’s fluctuating use of 

“we” here can be seen as an attempt not to appear as though she is trying to tell the family how 

much should be requested for lobolo, while simultaneously relieving her grandmother from 

feelings that she has to make the decision alone.  

Lastly, Mbali abandons the “we” and uses the pronoun “I” when referring to the possible impact 

on her family of asking for a large amount for the lobolo. In saying “…what am I going to eat 

tomorrow?” rather than saying “what are we going to eat?” she emphasises that she will, in the 

long run, be the one who has to bear the disadvantages. Perhaps by centring herself, Mbali is 

attempting once more to appeal to her grandmother’s maternal love. 

Even though at the time of the relationship Mbali reported that she was employed and was 

financially independent, she opted to present herself as a dependant partner, in an attempt to 
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influence how much is requested for lobolo. This is consistent with this discourse of male providers 

and female dependants which has long been a normative way of describing relationships between 

men and women (see Edin, Nilsson, Ivarsson, Kinsman, Norris & Khan, 2016; Ranganathan, 

MacPhail, Pettifor, Kahn, Khoza, Twine, Watts & Heise, 2017; Samuel, 1999; Sennott & Mojola, 

2017). The expectation that women should rely on their romantic partners for resources is not only 

limited to married couples. Mgwaba and Maharaj (2018) found that, amongst young people in 

casual relationships, there is often an expectation that males should offer their girlfriends gifts or 

pay for activities that they might do together, such as going to the cinema.  

In the examples presented above, all interviewees mentioned that, in the intra-familial negotiations, 

the quality of life after lobolo was an argument for a larger amount. Lethabo, Jabulile and Mbali 

referred to the impact on their marriages, Koketso (32) stated that her mother also attempted to 

argue for a lower amount and mentioned the impact of lobolo on the relationship between the two 

families:  

My mom, shame, she did try to speak on my husband’s behalf. She reminded them that it is 

about bringing families together and not about selling our child. But unfortunately, she 

was defeated. 

Koketso describes the interaction between her mom and other members of the family regarding 

the amount that was going to be requested for the lobolo payment. She states that in order for her 

mother to dissuade the rest of the lobolo delegates from asking for a high amount she brought up 

the notion of lobolo as selling women. Koketso ends off by stating that her mother was “defeated”, 

implying that the intra-family negotiations are a battle, a form of rehearsal for the inter-familial 



114 

negotiation. Koketso’s mother draws on the discourse of unity to argue for a lower amount. This 

reliance on the unity discourse is often used by the groom’s representatives during the lobolo 

negotiations (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Yarbrough, 2018). I will elaborate on this discourse of 

lobolo as a medium for uniting families in chapter 7, I mention it here to highlight that the discourse 

is not limited to the inter-family negotiations but can be foundational even in the intra-familial 

negotiations. 

5.3.3 Abandoning character. While the female participants expressed that lobolo is 

generally seen as a matter between families and that it is not their place to determine how the 

process goes, most of them said that they participated in and had some influence over how much 

was eventually requested. This goes against the dominant assumption that women are merely 

passive participants in lobolo (see Ansell, 2001; Shope, 2006). In this section, I use the idea of 

abandoning character to illustrate that both men and women in the process of lobolo may act in 

ways that may be considered against traditional roles.  

Interestingly, when asked about the events before the day of the lobolo negotiations, both male 

and female participants spoke about the bride’s role in preparing for the lobolo negotiations. The 

male participants, either did not mention in detail their role in the intra-familial negotiations or 

said that there was nothing they could do. Jabulani, for example, whose narrative was discussed in 

the previous section, described the intrafamilial negotiations in which a bride might engage, yet 

he did not mention what happens within the groom’s family in preparation for the day. It appears 

as though much of the rehearsal behaviour occurs within the bride’s family, perhaps because this 

is where the main act of the lobolo process is staged. I asked some of the male participants what 
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they were doing within their own families to prepare for the lobolo negotiations. Sandile (41), a 

male from Johannesburg, in his response below captures what other male participants shared: 

Refiloe: It sounds like during the process it was the families making the decision. What 

were you doing? 

Sandile: Nothing. I was just waiting for them to tell me what the next step is. My role is 

one, I identify the woman I want to marry, I make the money available to do so. I organize 

the uncles, I tell them “here is the merchandise, I want a Mercedes, make it happen”. 

Sandile mentions that his responsibility as a groom was limited to identifying the woman he would 

like to marry and providing the resources for the lobolo process. His views were shared by other 

participants, who similarly reported having limited power to influence the lobolo processes. 

Sandile’s description of the lobolo as his responsibility, rather than his family’s responsibility, and 

his analysis of his roles in the process, reflects a contemporary construction of masculinities 

through lobolo.  

From a feminist perspective, Sandile’s description of his ex-partner as “merchandise” is consistent 

with the criticism already levelled against lobolo as a mechanism for objectifying women. While 

this still holds, it is necessary to consider how this description also speaks to Sandile’s own 

positioning. The analogy Sandile uses of the Mercedes to describe his former partner references 

the objectification of women, particularly used in advertising, where feminine sexuality is used to 

sell luxury and aspirational goods (De Jong, 2017). The association of women with merchandise 

such as sports cars, deodorant and even refreshments, suggests to the consumer not only that 

women are objects for the male gaze, but also that ownership of such an item would make one 
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distinguished amongst your peers (De Jong, 2017). Therefore, it seems as though Sandile’s 

description of his partner as a Mercedes does not only objectify his partner but can also be 

understood as a way of presenting himself as a better man.  

The repeated use of the word “I” by Sandile is inconsistent with his initial response that he was 

responsible for nothing. Sandile goes on to list some of the items for which he was responsible. 

The “tasks” he lists all support and build his heteronormative hegemonic masculinity. For example, 

Sandile’s ability to make the money available puts him in a position where he does not need to 

negotiate the tasks with other family members, while also giving him the right to “organise the 

uncles and tell them…”. The use of the word “tell” suggests an instruction rather than a request. 

Sandile positions himself as an assertive participant in the process, which is a shift from his initial 

assertion that he had no role to play in the process.  

Sandile’s reference to the woman he wants to marry as “merchandise”, or a “Mercedes” uses sexist 

language and objectifies the woman as something to be acquired and displayed. By constructing 

women in this way, Sandile links lobolo to the contested nature of lobolo as bride-price, which 

speaks to the practice of women trade (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). 

When likening his partner to a luxury car, Sandile infers that his partner is better than other women, 

and is therefore worth the amount her family would request. Mangena and Ndlovu (2013) argue 

that, regardless of the cultural significance of lobolo, at its core lobolo is about putting a price on 

women. This objectification of his partner speaks his position as a man who is able to raise money 

to get a woman he likens to a Mercedes Benz, while simultaneously suggesting that his partner is 
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better than other women who might not be able to meet what is required of a woman who is to be 

his partner. 

By paying attention to the different components of the custom, including those that happen before 

the day of the actual lobolo payment, allows me to explore the nuances of how power and gender 

are reproduced and contested throughout the process. The rehearsal stage is about understanding 

(and contesting and negotiating) one’s position as a bride, a bridegroom, a mother-in-law or an 

uncle. In this discussion above, I have argued that people use the intra-familial negotiations to 

conform to or to resist and contest, particular gendered scripted roles, in so doing set a precedent 

for how the interfamilial negotiations can take place. Despite their involvement in the process, 

many women interviewed for this study did not seem to realise or to admit to their central role in 

the custom. They constructed lobolo as a practice that is male-led and male perpetuated.  

5.4 The main act  

When it comes to the customary practice of lobolo, it has become inevitable that the discussion, 

dialogue, debate or narrative will be centred on, if not limited to, this day of lobolo negotiations. I 

have titled this section The main act to emphasise the centrality of this component in both the 

literature and in the participants’ narratives. I maintain that, in order to fully understand how lobolo 

can be a gendered and gendering practice, it is important to think about lobolo as more than a 

single act. I recognise that the rest of the lobolo processes hinge on the success of the inter-family 

negotiations. 
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It is worth noting that lobolo negotiations may happen over several days and may even extend over 

many years (Yarbrough, 2018). In this section, I refer to a single day of negotiations. I do this 

because most of the participants reported that in their case the negotiations happened in one day. 

Those who reported that the lobolo negotiations happened over several days added that, even 

though a similar process was followed in the subsequent interactions, these interactions were 

described as less structured and informal.  

I divide the discussion below into two gendered parts. In the first section, I discuss the arrival of 

the groom’s delegates at the bride’s home. In the second section, I discuss the negotiations between 

the two families. I propose that the day of lobolo negotiations offers a preview of the roles men 

and women are supposed to assume in the particular marriage and that the events of this day act 

as a negotiated agreement, not just for the couple but also for the families.  

5.4.1 Scene 1: The arrival of the delegates. Jabulani (36), a male from Cape Town 

describes the events on the day of the lobolo negotiations as a staged interaction, in which the 

delegates from both sides already know what is about to happen, but still perform per the lobolo 

script:  

By the time we get there, they are already expecting us. But we have to do this process as 

abantu (meaning black people or Africans). My family arrived and stood next to the kraal 

and thereafter my wife’s father arranged for other two old men within their family to find 

out, what the visit was about.  

Jabulani says that by the time they arrived at the woman’s home “they [we]re already expecting 

us”. Even though Jabulani says “us”, he is referring to his representatives. Jabulani had explained 
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earlier that, as amaXhosa people and unlike the other participants I discussed earlier, they don't 

normally send a letter in preparation for this day. But even if they had done so, a similar process 

would have taken place. By saying “we have to do this process as abantu” Jabulani suggests that 

there is a script or protocol that is observed. He then explains what “this” is: “my family arrived 

and stood next to the kraal and thereafter my wife’s father arranged for other two old men within 

their family to find out, what the visit was about”. Jabulani’s description of the performance that 

needs to be done “as abantu” confirms that this is a gendered performance, in which it is the male 

representatives who interact. He explains that even though the bride’s family already knows what 

the visit is about, there is an expectation that the groom’s delegate should explain the reason for 

their visit. This exchange is consistent with the rest of the lobolo theatricals, in that the 

performances associated with lobolo may be seen as a means of maintaining cultural authenticity.  

The lobolo theatricals are like other traditional or cultural events like umgangela, a traditional Zulu 

stick fight now staged as an expression of identity more than dispute resolution as it was commonly 

used (Coetzee, 2000, 2002). The stick fight, even though now used for entertainment, follows the 

rules and norms that were established for battle. For example, a time and place are set and honoured 

by all parties. On arrival, the different parties will introduce themselves by reciting their clan 

names (Coetzee, 2002). The clan names are not just about announcing one’s identity but are 

narratives of the great accomplishments of those with whom the narrator identifies (Mhlambi, 

2016). These are often narrative about heroes or great men of honour in the person’s lineage 

(Buthelezi, 2004; Mhlambi, 2016). 
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A similar exchange is described with regards to lobolo, with the exception that the groom’s 

representatives not only introduce themselves but also have to recite the bride’s family clan names. 

Sibusiso (45), from Johannesburg, talking about his experience as a lobolo delegate, describes it 

as follows: 

When we go pay lobola, we arrive in the morning, we stand outside the home and announce 

our arrival by stating who we are, our clan names. We sing their praises by reciting their 

clan names, requesting permission to enter the homes. Once all that happens, they open, 

and we go inside.  

Sibusiso explains that when they arrive at the bride’s home, they do not just enter - even though 

they are expected. He adds that they had to “announce” their arrival and introduce themselves by 

stating their clan names. This cultural performance, in some ways similar to knocking, may be 

considered a sign of respect for the family (Shope, 2006). By adding “we sing their praises by 

reciting their clan names” he suggests that this “knocking” is more than a request for permission 

to enter, but is also a demonstration of humility. This is an act reserved for when speaking to 

someone of a higher social ranking (like the king), who would be hailed by his subjects through 

the singing of praises (Dlamini, 1983).  

While this exchange between the two families is not a hostile exchange, it can be understood as a 

way through which each family is able to assert their position in the interaction. The examples 

illustrate how the initial interaction between the families is typically hierarchical. This scene at the 

gate makes evident the hierarchical interaction between the families, in which the bride’s family 

holds the power to allow or prohibit the lobolo negotiations. In the extracts below from Jabulile 

(44) and Mandla (36) from Johannesburg, we see them elaborate on how the bride’s family 
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exercises power through the theatricals that happen before the actual lobolo negotiations. 

Sometimes these happen in order to allow the groom’s family to enter the yard, and sometimes 

they are expressed as described below as a way to initiate the negotiations:  

Jabulile: Oh! And with Zulus don’t insult them don’t be talking about R50 or R100 

imvulamlomo. Imvulamlomo is a gesture of how you perceive the family. Whatever you put 

on the table before you start talking it’s a big thing to them, it’s how you see us. You know 

if you going to put R50 they can even… I’ve heard stories whereby people got chased out 

because they honestly did not know.  

Jabulile states that, before the lobolo negotiations can commence, imvulamlomo needs to be 

presented. Posel (1994) says that this amount is not set by the bride’s family; it is offered 

voluntarily as a way of enticing the chief negotiator to set the price at a favourable starting point. 

The inclusion of imvulamlomo in the lobolo negotiations demonstrates that the interaction is 

essentially asymmetrical. Even though Jabulile also suggests that this amount is a voluntary 

gesture, it is an important one that can determine how the lobolo negotiations proceed, if they do 

at all. She explains this by using the example of R50 or R100 to make the point that the perceived 

low amount could be seen as an insult by the bride’s family. This illustrates the power dynamics 

within the lobolo discussions.  

While Jabulile implies this is normal interaction, Mandla below describes how imvulamlomo and 

other similar interactions can be frustrating and can distract from the purpose of the interaction.  

Mandla: You know all these games are stupid and are just expensive taxes that one is 

expected to pay on top of the ridiculous amount of lobolo that one will still be expected to 

pay. For example, that thing of “imvula mlomo” (mouth opener), who closed his mouth, to 
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begin with, because now no one closed his mouth, it’s just an act. And then I have heard 

there is “sqaqa mazinyo” (loosen the teeth). Ok, “imvula mlomo”, the mouth is opened 

then “sqaqa mazinyo”, Haa! What is the difference between the two? Because when you 

open the mouth obvious the teeth will open. And then they say there is “ehla’mthini”, that’s 

money for someone to get down from a tree. I mean you are in the house. Who is on top of 

the tree? Who helped him get up there? Why doesn’t he get down from there? You know. 

So, for me really this thing of lobola I feel that people use each other in an indirect way, 

and they make you realise how foolish you are just because you need what they have. It’s 

just taking advantage of someone in need.  

According to Mandla, imvulamlomo is another way in which the bride’s family can exercise power 

over the other family through lobolo. In talking about the different various ways lobolo can raise 

challenges and problems, Mandla describes some of the activities that happen around the day of 

lobolo negotiations, He describes these as “games” which could suggest a positive interaction 

between those involved. However, Mandla then describes the interaction as “stupid” and as an 

“expensive tax”. This implies that these are games that he is forced to play. Mandla indicates that, 

even though as the groom he is not there on the day of the negotiations, these games have a 

financial impact on him and not on the people he has sent to represent him. Mandla further stresses 

this responsibility when referring to the “ridiculous amount of lobolo that one is expected to pay”, 

here constructing lobolo as mandatory custom, over which he has little control.  

Throughout his narrative, Mandla demonstrates resistance towards being made to participate in 

these games. Mandla’s resistance may stem not only from a recognition of these games as 

problematic but also express his resistance to how he is positioned in these games. By removing 

his delegates and inserting himself in the narration of the day of the negotiations, he wants to 
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illustrate how he defines and controls his masculinity as part of the process of lobolo in which he 

is made to participate. His insertion of himself in the narrative may further demonstrate a kind of 

fragility, in response to a perceived lack of control. In this regard, Mandla’s narrative is indicative 

of the power of the bride’s family, as acknowledged by the need for the various payments before 

the lobolo negotiations. Moreover, Mandla’s narrative is also indicative of the tussle for dominance 

by men, in an attempt to assert their masculinities.  

The above excerpts were useful as a way to discuss the inter-family negotiations and exercise of 

power, even before the actual lobolo negotiations take place. The extracts below from male 

participants from Johannesburg Sandile (44) and Sibusiso (45) illustrate how gender and power 

play out when there is a break in the protocol: 

Sandile: My uncles are busy people. They didn’t wait to be invited in, they just went in. I 

mean think about it; we live in a fast world we don’t have time for these games where we 

must stand outside in the sun. We are here to talk business, let’s get to it. So, my uncles 

were fined for that, they broke protocol.  

The cultural value of lobolo lies in the maintenance of the agreed-upon cultural protocols 

(Yarbrough, 2018). In Sandile’s narrative, we see how he attempts to prove the dominance of his 

uncles by referring to their breaking the “protocol of lobolo”. He argues that his uncles are busy, 

that is important, people. The interaction described above illustrates how people bend culture and 

“tradition” to meet a particular end and, in this case, to assert their dominance. The deviation from 

this protocol and Sandile’s use of the phrase “talk business” constructs lobolo as a capitalist 

interaction. This is in fact one of the criticisms levelled against lobolo as understood as a “modern 

tradition” (Van Dijk, 2017). After talking about his experiences as a lobolo representative for his 
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nephews and nieces, I asked Sibusiso to tell me about his own lobolo. His narrative illustrates how 

different practices may shape the inter-family interactions and negotiations. This is what he said:  

The interesting part is that you know when you go to Limpopo to go and negotiate, it’s not 

men that sit and negotiate, it's women. This side in KZN (Kwa-Zulu Natal), women are not 

involved.  

Even though there are societies in Limpopo and in other parts of Africa where women are the ones 

who oversee lobolo, in South Africa it is still perceived as a peculiar occurrence for women to be 

involved in, let alone to be in charge of, the lobolo negotiations, as illustrated in the example below 

from Sibusiso:  

In Limpopo, the women negotiate, so my dad as a Zulu man when they came, he said: “No, 

we don’t speak to the women, we want the man of the house”. So, the father had to come. 

Now because men are not involved in these things, he did not even call his brothers since 

they were not even around.  

In this case, it seems lobolo is not only a platform for the exercise of gendered power but also 

ethnic power. By saying only “my father being a Zulu man” and not offering any explanation of 

what it means to be a Zulu man, Sibusiso assumes a shared understanding of the social capital that 

lies in being a Zulu man, and which eliminates the need for him to elaborate on why his in-laws 

were willing to deviate from their protocol in order to accommodate his father.  

The narrative by Sibusiso illustrates further how masculine dominance is asserted through lobolo, 

even as some participants indicated the importance of protocol in lobolo. Sibusiso’s narrative 

points to the dominance of patriarchal gendered interactions, rather than to narrowly defined 
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cultural practices. Sibusiso does not explain why the family agreed to alter their way of doing 

things. However, the involvement of the father in this interaction indicates that the bride’s family 

conceded power in the interest of the lobolo continuing. While women may occupy positions of 

authority in their society, the construction of marriage as a desirable goal for women (Singh, 2018) 

may explain why the women in this example may have decided to relinquish their position of 

authority, so as to allow the lobolo processes to continue and to ensure that their daughter was 

married. 

5.4.2 Scene 2: The lobolo negotiation. Lobolo has long been considered the establishment 

of a lifelong relationship between the two families and not a once-off transaction as it is commonly 

practised (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Dlamini, 1983; Nhlapo, 2019). Lobolo was arranged in such 

a way that it allowed the families to have ongoing interactions which reinforced the familial 

connections (Baloyi, 2016). Additionally, in line with the Zulu saying umuntu akapheli (you 

cannot finish paying for a person), there was no specific time in which the amount needed to be 

settled, and the couple could wed without ever settling the full amount (Dlamini, 1983). The 

outstanding amount was also supposed to ensure the longevity of the union (Kalule-Sabiti, 

Palamuleni, Makiwane & Amoateng, 2007). Today, even though the lobolo negotiations and 

lobolo payments are generally limited to one day, the engagement between the two families is still 

aimed at establishing a relationship between the two families. In the extracts below, Ntate, a 51-

year-old married man and Ma Mbatha, a 53-year-old single woman also from Johannesburg, 

describes the nature of the lobolo negotiations: 



126 

Ntate: let’s say maybe the wife’s uncle stands and asks my people “who are you?” .... [we 

respond] “We are the Tau’s” ... [they ask] “what do you want here?” ... “We have seen a 

calabash6” [we respond] ... “The thing you want is here?” They say “yes, we believe we 

came to the right place” [we respond]. They say, “okay then let us sit down”. They then 

ask each other “mom do you know them, dad do you know them?”, even when they know 

you, they ask each other on that day that “does anyone know these people?” Imagine they 

can just change and say things like “maybe they are sick these people, why they are here” 

[…]. Then the middleman, he’s not a relative to us, he’s not a relative to them, he’s just a 

friend in between us, will say “Let’s hear what they have to say”. The middleman, he was 

the one chairing the negotiations. 

Ntate offers a script-like narrative of the interactions that take place in the negotiations, and from 

his words, it does not seem that the interaction is in any way hostile. The use of a script-like 

presentation of interactions suggests that Ntate does not ascribe any value judgment to the events. 

In presenting the interaction in this way he suggests that there is nothing unusual about the 

interaction, and indicates a mutual acceptance of the discourses embedded in this interaction. For 

example, Ntate says when they were asked about the reason for their visit, they responded by using 

a metaphorical description of the woman as an object for drawing water. This metaphorical 

description could be read as a continuation of the objectification of women through lobolo. The 

second is that situated analysis of this discourse requires one to consider the function of the 

 

6 Translated from the phrase Sego sa metsi 
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discourse in the context. The use of metaphorical language is common in lobolo discourse (see 

Ellece, 2010; Monye, 2017; Moloko-Phiri, 2015). The use of metaphoric language is consistent 

with the discourse of lobolo as an apparatus for establishing familiarity between two families. 

Furthermore, this metaphor is deployed to describe the role the woman will be expected to assume 

as a wife. Traditionally, when a new bride moves to her matrimonial home, she would assume 

some of the duties such as fetching water, and making the fire for cooking (Jowah, 2015). The idea 

of women moving into their husband’s family in the contemporary lobolo negotiations forms part 

of the lobolo theatricals. The language of the lobolo negotiations forms part of the theatricals 

(which include the sending of the letter, to the arrival of the lobolo delegates) that serve to maintain 

a sense of cultural authenticity in the practice of lobolo.  

Another example of how these theatricals are carried through is in how and where the dialogues 

take place, as well as how the parties choose to present themselves. For example, Sibusiso (a male 

from Johannesburg) explains that the groom’s family needs to appear in a particular way in order 

to gain favour in the lobolo negotiations:  

Another thing we do when we go to negotiate, we don’t use our fancy cars. We take the 

cheapest cars available. You must not give them the impression you have money. 

Given that lobolo negotiations are often conducted by the male representatives of each family, the 

display (or absence of display) mentioned by Sibusiso could also be understood as a performance 

of certain kinds of masculinity. However, during this phase, the male representatives cannot 

employ hegemonic representations of masculinity such as the demonstration of wealth or 

appearing to be physically intimidating, as this may result in an unfavourable outcome. Ntate and 
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Sibusiso describe the lobolo negotiations as a kind of performance, a performance that requires 

one party (the groom’s delegates) to assume the submissive role, or at least to pretend to do so. 

Sibusiso expresses the negotiators’ attempt to distance themselves from being perceived as 

wealthy people. Perhaps it is this distancing from dominant masculine expressions that shapes 

contemporary lobolo practices and the accompanying intellectual verbal battles. Ma Mbatha put it 

this way: 

Lobolo negotiations are really that. You have to have the skill. So, the family will choose 

people who know how to speak well. Not people who will agree to everything. Well-spoken 

people. Even from that family, they will do the same so we know lobolo negotiations are 

iron versus iron, and we will see who bends first.  

 Ma Mbatha’s description of lobolo positions the men who are sent as delegates as needing to 

possess particular traits, such as “speaking well” and being strong. These traits are also considered 

to be desirable masculine traits in business, and so we may see that the principles that apply to any 

business negotiation may similarly apply to lobolo negotiations. She continues to explain the 

importance of these traits, indicating that lobolo negotiations are not for everyone but rather an 

activity for a select few. Ma Mbatha contributes to the depersonalising discourse of lobolo as 

business transactions (White, 2016). This is further emphasised by Ma Mbatha’s use of the analogy 

of “iron”. The use of iron to describe the men participating in the lobolo negotiations constructs 

these men as devoid of any human characteristics in the lobolo negotiations, and strong like metal. 

This excerpt also points to the power dynamics within lobolo negotiations. While this hostility 

may be attributed to the amount that is eventually paid for lobolo, this hostility may also be 

indicative of a negotiation of authority between the two families (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018). The 
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acceptance by one family of the other family’s terms (which she describes as bending) is not only 

limited to the lobolo negotiations but continues in the activities after the lobolo negotiations 

(Moeti, Koloi-Keaikitse & Mokgolodi, 2017).  

Even though lobolo negotiations are presented in this case as an apparatus for one family to gain 

power over the other family, Ma Mbatha’s narrative points out that lobolo is used as an apparatus 

to assert male dominance. This is also evident in Sandile’s account of the lobolo negotiations, in 

which he details the conditions under which his family conformed to the demands of his ex-

partner’s family:  

My uncles tried their best to get the money down. But those guys were like, if you are not 

serious about that let us leave the whole thing. Apparently one of the chief negotiators from 

my ex’s side, I think it was her grandfather, he just wouldn’t let them catch a break. He 

actually dribbled them badly, if I can say that. When they would suggest this, he would 

counter it, so eventually, they realized they were fighting a losing battle and they 

surrendered “whatever you want, here it is. We want to go”.  

In the above narrative, the speaker gives an account of how one family might come to conform 

and submit to the demands of the other. Sandile explains that his uncles tried to challenge the 

amount demanded, but their attempts were received with disdain by the bride’s family. Sandile 

explains that his uncles’ multiple attempts to negotiate the amount down were not well received 

by the bride’s family. Considering that it is not unusual for families to negotiate the amount that 

is requested for lobolo (Dlamini, 1983), it is possible that Sandile’s former in-laws were not 

impressed with the manner in which his uncles were negotiating. Most participants commented 

that there is an expectation for the lobolo delegates to follow the unstated lobolo negotiation script, 
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the script that is meant to facilitate and cement the relationship between the two families (Bayi & 

Hawthorne, 2018).  

What may be seen from the example above is how the power balance between families is 

established through the negotiation of male dominance. Sandile describes the interaction between 

his uncles and his former partner’s grandfather as a battle to have the final say with regards to the 

lobolo amount. Sandile uses a sports metaphor as an attempt to show that the interaction between 

his uncles and his former partner’s uncles was not an equal interaction in which his uncles were 

bullied, but rather it was a match in which there had to be a winner. Sandile further explains this 

victory, by suggesting that the lobolo negotiations were difficult for his uncles because his former 

partner was “not an ordinary woman”: 

My ex was not just a beautiful woman, she was a strong woman, very powerful, a hustler. 

And her family knew that she was strong and therefore I needed to show that I was man 

enough for such a strong woman. I mean she is really beautiful, so her family also 

capitalized on that, they knew she is not an ordinary woman beautiful, independent and 

strong.  

Even though Sandile is describing the lobolo negotiations, he focuses on himself and his former 

partner in the above example. Sandile’s emphasis on his former partner’s beauty and strength 

illustrates three points. The first is the commodification of women in the lobolo negotiations. Even 

though he seems to be admiring her, he turns this attribute into something that increases her worth 

compared to other women. He adds that her family “capitalised” on her attributes to gain success 

over his uncles. Mwamanda (2016) states that lobolo is an opportunity not only for the groom but 

is about men and their power more generally. For example, the uncles and grandfathers are central 
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to the process. The lobolo delegates not only represent the families but are often heads of the 

family, therefore it is important that the lobolo negotiations allow the different parties to maintain 

their position as respectable men (Lugg, 1945). By inserting himself and his former partner into 

the narrative, he simultaneously redeems his uncles from a less desirable masculine position of 

men who were “dribbled”; and he positions himself in a more favourable light.  

Secondly, Sandile’s description of the lobolo negotiations uses the language of ranking for 

evaluating the worth of women, and he implies that his partner is better than other women. Since 

Sandile’s partner was not in the lobolo negotiations it is striking that she was still the dominant 

subject in the above extract. This confirms that women are used as the face of lobolo in the public 

domain as well as on academic platforms. It appears from this example as though women are used 

as a gateway for men to access more desirable and more powerful masculine positions. In this case, 

even though his uncles could not secure him a more favourable amount for the lobolo, the lobolo 

negotiations were a platform for Sandile not only to demonstrate that he can be with a woman like 

his beautiful and powerful partner, but that he was as also able to meet the lobolo demands required 

to be with her. In so doing Sandile presents himself in this narrative as a dominant man.  

5.4.3 Offstage: The making of a wife. So far in this chapter, I have attempted to highlight 

the heteronormative and masculine nature of the lobolo theatricals. In this section I turn to one of 

the least discussed part of the lobolo theatricals, namely what takes place on the peripheries of the 

lobolo negotiations. So far, I have shown that lobolo negotiations are a space for power games 

between families, often a masculine space, in which women are typically relegated to the 

peripheries of the main event. I refer to these peripheral domains as “offstage”. I was interested in 
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finding out what the brides and other women were doing during the lobolo negotiations. The 

responses from the participants indicated that women’s activities are seen as an insignificant part 

of the lobolo process. The participants also narrated this section as a trivial part of the story, and 

one not discussed in much detail. Most of the participants mentioned this part of the lobolo 

procedures only in response to my direct questions about their role in the lobolo process, 

specifically on the day of the lobolo negotiations. 

In the extracts provided below, Nthabi, Lethabo and Mbali all narrate similar experiences of the 

lobolo negotiations day. Each participant mentioned that they were not allowed to be part of the 

negotiations and had to remain in a separate room. For example, Nthabi explained that during the 

lobolo negotiations she was assigned to a specific room and that her sister was given the task of 

sitting with her in the bedroom throughout the lobolo negotiations.  

Nthabi: During the negotiations I was just sitting in the [bed] room with my sister. She had 

to sit with me. I couldn’t get out of the room and I can’t sit alone, someone has to be there 

with me. I don’t know what that person is called, but she must sit with you throughout the 

process.  

Nthabi mentions that she does not know what the person who sits in the bedroom with the bride is 

called, but also implies that this unnamed arrangement is a common practice during the lobolo 

process. This was confirmed in the narratives of other participants, who mentioned that they too 

were confined to the bedroom with female relatives during the lobolo negotiations. On the day of 

the lobolo, the bride is expected to sit in a different room with other women and is not supposed 

to be seen moving around and performing tasks but instead has to sit in the room until she is 

presented to her in-laws (Mupotsa, 2008).  
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Lethabo and Mbali also narrate that they had to sit in a separate room with female relatives during 

the lobolo negotiations. They add that their female relatives were not only keeping them company 

during the lobolo negotiations but were also counselling them about their new roles as wives. The 

participants described this space, that is the unofficial off-stage space, as a situation in which they 

learned about the significance of their transition from being a girl to becoming a woman (Rudwick 

& Posel, 2015).  

Lethabo: You know while these things are happening you will be told: “no, you have to sit 

in the bedroom”. That’s all I was doing there, sitting with boragadi [aunts]and you know, 

they tell you these things about marriage that you must do.  

Mbali: my grandmother was there but she was not part of the negotiations, she was just 

outside with me because we weren’t allowed to come into the room. So, she was sitting 

with me talking to me about becoming a wife. 

While the activities that take place offstage are not frequently discussed, it appears from these 

examples that they play a vital role as a pedagogical space. It appears that this space may be 

considered the beginning of the process of marital counselling known as ukulaya, or to go laiwa 

gwa ngwetsi, that is marriage counselling that a woman will get from her family regarding how to 

conduct herself in the home (Moeti, 2017, 2018). Moeti, Koloi-Keaikitse and Mokgolodi (2017) 

say that this process is formally concluded as part of the wedding ceremonies, specifically the 

escorting of the bride to her matrimonial home. I elaborate further on this in the next section. For 

now, I want to focus on how this interaction that occurs concurrently with lobolo negotiations 

offers an opportunity for exploring how womanhood and wifehood are constructed, and how 
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particular norms are reproduced. This interaction is about how women, particularly older women, 

play a vital role in ensuring that other women do not deviate from these norms.  

It is interesting to note that while the lobolo negotiations are taking place, and while the bride is in 

a room where she is introduced to being a wife, the groom is not in the negotiations; nor is he 

getting this induction into his new role as a husband. The difference in how the bride and the groom 

experience the day of the lobolo highlights how women are perceived as needing constant 

socialisation in the different roles they enter, while the same is not true for men. Because the 

grooms are often not present on the day of the lobolo negotiations, they do not get the same 

induction into marriage. The space is necessary as a pedagogical space, in which a new bride is 

educated about their new identity as wife and the expectations there off. In this space, brides are 

also warned about the challenges one might encounter in marriage and how to handle them. While 

it is clear that this interaction places a burden on women to ensure the success of their marriage, 

for now, I want to highlight how this part of the lobolo process allows us to gain insights into how 

femininities are constructed in the lobolo process.  

5.5. Post credits 

In movies, the post-credit scene refers to a short clip, image or line that comes after the credits 

have rolled. While this is often used for comic relief, these moments have also been used as a 

teaser for upcoming movies (Filimon, 2017). In this section, I use this idea of post-credits to refer 

to the events that take place once the lobolo negotiations are concluded. While there is a shared 

notion that the lobolo is never complete (Dlamini, 1983), there are ceremonies and customs that 

take place to mark the end of the lobolo negotiations process (Jowah, 2015). I refer to those 
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ceremonies such as umembeso, go isiwa ga ngwetsi, and uduli, which all can be translated to refer 

to the delivering of the bride by her family to her in-laws’ home.  

I refer to these as post-credits because even though this moment marks the completion of the lobolo 

process, it does not necessarily mark (for everyone) the completion of the matrimonial process. In 

other words, even though some participants mentioned that these customary ceremonies are 

important they lead up to the “real wedding”, which I will discuss in more detail in chapter 7. For 

now, I want to focus on how these post lobolo ceremonies also function as sites for constructions, 

negotiations and enactments of gender norms.  

One such event that comes post lobolo is umembeso. Umembeso is the ceremony in which the 

groom offers gifts to the bride’s family and which takes place as soon as the lobolo, in full or in 

part, has been received and signifies that the two families have entered into a relationship with one 

another (Haselau, 2015; Yarbrough, 2018). In receiving the gifts, the bride’s family agree not to 

receive any lobolo from another family for the same woman (Rudwick & Posel, 2015). Likewise, 

during umabo, the bride and her family will also offer similar gifts to the groom’s family, in so 

doing welcoming the new bride into their family. This reciprocity is thus the establishment of a 

relationship between two families. Below Mandla and Jabulile describe the items that need to be 

purchased for umembeso: 

Mandla: The father and the mother have specific things that must be bought for them. The 

relative are bought basic things… other things can be additional but the basic that needs 

to be there is the doek, there must be an apron and a blanket, those are the basics. 

Thereafter it is the father’s which is the hat, an umbrella, between an umbrella or a rod 

which is a staff or a knobkierie, if I can put it like that. And then it is the coat, and that is 
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now the father. And then the mother gets an apron, a blanket, a doek and then there is a 

pot that must be bought. She will tell you if she wants you to buy a stove and pots, you know 

the big pots mos. When you bring the pot, it means there have to be some kind of groceries 

inside which can be tea, sugar and traditional beer … and maybe some veggies, this is 

more of to say to the mother that as the husband of this home obviously I will come and 

visit and will obviously need food.  

Jabulile: What happens is we put down a list of items, a list of people; rather a list of people 

that need according to their titles. For example, [it] will start with the father and then the 

mother. In Zulu, they know the father will be very expensive. It would be a coat, the kind 

of coat that would protect him from the cold and the winds when he is herding the cows, 

you know. So, it has to be a very strong coat. it would be a hat, a blanket you know, oh it 

would be induku (stick). It’s a whole lot of things and the mother it would be the blanket, 

doek, the ityali (small blanket), mshanyelo (broom). You go down the list presenting the 

individuals as per their responsibilities in the family. 

While some participants mentioned that they did not buy all the gifts such as the stick, coat and 

hat for the male relatives and the doek and in accordance with tradition (Haselau, 2015; Rudwick 

& Posel, 2015), but instead opted for the blankets. Mandla states that while the rest of the family 

can get basic gifts, the mother and father of the bride and groom have to receive specific gifts. 

Jabulile and Mandla’s description of the gifts demonstrates the heteronormative constructs of 

masculinities and femininities through the gifts given. For example, the father’s coat, walking stick 

and hat may be linked to working outside the home, in the “elements” as expressed by Jabulile. 

The male coat is often the thickest item of clothing and may be seen as an equivalent of the 

traditional animal skin used to cover up, but also to demonstrate a man’s social position as a 

provider (Lukhile, 2017). Similarly, the gifts that are given to the mother exemplify the gendered 

nature of the lobolo theatricals. The gifts given reinforce heteronormative gender norms. The gifts 
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for the father suggest that men work outside the home and women work in the home, as illustrated 

by the pots mentioned by Mandla and the brooms mentioned by Jabulile.  

What is evident from the two examples is that the constructions of gender within the lobolo process 

are not limited to the bride and groom. For example, Jabulani explains that the gifts given to his 

mother-in-law are not for her to enjoy, but rather for his future benefit as a son-in-law. This further 

demonstrates that marriage is considered to be beneficial to men more than to women.  

Umembeso and umabo, as described above, are very similar in procedure, in that they are both 

gifting ceremonies but serve different functions. Umembeso is the acknowledgement of the newly 

established relationship. Umabo centres around the acceptance of the new bride into her home 

(Rudwick & Posel, 2014). Even though here I specifically refer to umembeso and umabo, which 

are Zulu ceremonies, the gifting ceremonies are not limited to Zulu people and were mentioned by 

other participants who were not Zulu. For example, the Xhosa spoke about ukwendiswa which is 

performed through uduli and the Sotho and Pedi participants spoke about go iswa ga ngwetsi in 

Sesotho/Sepedi (see Moeti, 2017). While these events technically occur outside the lobolo process, 

as “post credit” events, they provide a form of closure for the theatricals while simultaneously 

allowing us to think about how the gender and power dynamics that take place within lobolo 

transcend the parameters of the lobolo negotiations. For instance, go iswa ga ngwetsi, which refers 

to the accompanying of the bride to her new home acts as an acknowledgement by the bride’s 

family that the groom and his family have completed all the requirements to conclude the marriage 

agreement (Moeti, 2018). The bride is accompanied with gifts for her in-laws is as well as gifts for 

her to start her new home. These gifts she takes for her in-laws are similar to the ones offered 
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during umabo and umembeso. Her gifts would include items she will need to use as a new wife, 

such as pots and a broom. I will discuss these further in the section below, which is on uduli.  

I discuss these ceremonies, go iswa ga ngwetsi and uduli, separately in this section, not to offer a 

distinction between the ceremonies but as a way of showing the different ways in which 

masculinities and femininities are constituted within different “post credit” lobolo theatricals. Go 

iswa ga ngwetsi focuses on the accompanying of the bride to the new home, uduli focuses on 

preparing and leaving the new bride in the new home.  

Below, Mapaseka, a female participant from Johannesburg, describes what normally happens after 

the lobolo negotiations: 

So, they were supposed to get their bride on the last day that they were finishing but I said 

to my husband I cannot, I can’t go to Venda and complete the ngwetši [bridal] kind of 

duties. When they come to fetch ngwetši [the bride] or when your family takes you there 

because they have to go with you, in any case, to finalise everything by doing the handover, 

right. So ja then you have to go to your in-laws then you have to stay with them for some 

time. Usually, it’s a month that you have to spend with your in-laws. 

There are two important gendered interactions to which Mapaseka is referring. The first is the 

symbolic handing over of the bride. The symbolic gesture of handing over the bride is reflective 

of the construction of marriage as something that takes place between the two families. There is a 

sense of peculiarity in the “fetching of the bride” or the “handing over”, in that some participants, 

including Mapaseka, were already in a long term relationship and living with their partners and in 

some cases even had children already. This further demonstrates the theatrical nature of the lobolo 

processes.  
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These theatricals of handing over the bride position women as passive participants and is reflective 

of the gendering that happens through lobolo and its associated practices. Moreover, this process 

of handing over or delivering the bride suggests that the custodianship of women rests with others, 

in the first place her family and then her in-laws (Kalule-Sabiti, Palamuleni, Makiwane & 

Amoateng, 2007). The lobolo process thus acts as a mechanism for patriarchal ownership of 

women’s bodies (Chiweshe, 2016).  

The second point highlighted what is referred to as ukukotiza, which can be loosely translated as 

“completing the bridal duties” (Mpungose, 2010). Ukukotiza is a form of induction of the bride 

into her family. During this period, the new bride is supposed to “demonstrate” that she was 

“trained” well when it comes to domestic duties, during this period as a newly married woman 

(Sennott & Mojola, 2016). The process of ukukotiza can be seen as yet another form of 

socialisation of women, to foster in them desirable feminine qualities, in this case, those that are 

associated with being a wife. The idea of go laya is an example of how the matrimonial customs 

and rituals (like sitting in the bedroom, the marriage counselling, the physical taking of the bride), 

perhaps offer elements of closure in the narrative of becoming a whole being (Mupotsa, 2015a). 

The absence of these sorts of rituals for men implies that women are seen as constantly becoming 

and in need of socialisation at each stage of their life. This notion of femininities as needing 

socialisation is further demonstrated in other ceremonies like go iswa gwa ngestwi, in which the 

bride is accompanied into her new role as a wife.  

Mam Dladla (54) and Ma Ngozi (65) from Cape Town comment on the practices associated with 

ukwendiswa. Ukwendiswa is a traditional Xhosa ceremony that marks the completion of the 
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marriage rights that need to be performed for a woman to be considered legitimately married into 

the family (Majova, 2001). Like umabo, this ceremony takes place at the groom's home; however, 

in this case, the focus is not on the groom’s family but on the bride.  

The phrase ukwendiswa speaks to the positioning of women within the marriage. The phrase itself, 

like in other languages (for example, ukushadiswa in isiZulu or ho nyadiswa in Sesotho) suggests 

that a woman cannot be legitimately married unless she is permitted by her family to do so. This 

discourse of permission can perhaps be linked to the positioning of women as minors, therefore as 

being in need to be given into marriage. The giving of the bride can also be seen during the white 

wedding where the father of the bride walks her down the aisle and hands her over to the groom 

(Monger, 2004). Customary ceremonies such go iswa kgwa ngwetsi, described above, and 

ukwendiswa described below, are examples of handing over the bride and act as an 

acknowledgement of the lobolo having been received.  

Below Mam Dladla describes the ukwendiswa as a testament of the family’s support of the 

marriage, demonstrated through the items that were bought for her by her family to use in her new 

home:  

Mam Dladla: My family bought clothes, pots, a straw mat, an axe, kitchenware and also a 

bucket these are obvious things you will use in your new home. They also bought me a bed 

and a kist. The kist is very important you know. You know if someone says to you “hai wena 

you are not fully married” you can say “come see, what is this?” When they see the kist in 

your bedroom they will know you are really married. A kist is from your family. They buy 

it for you for your new home, they let you go with it.  
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The items bought by the bride’s family relate to the roles she needs to play as a wife. The items 

bought for the bride are not personal items but rather household items, specifically the 

kitchenware, a bucket and an axe and items for the bedroom emphasising that the significant roles 

she needs to perform are linked to these two spaces. Mam Dladla refers specifically to a kist, which 

is a wooden trunk used to store linens and other personal items. It appears that the kist is somewhat 

symbolic of a coffin. There is an idiom that states lebetla la mosadi ke lenyalo, which can be 

translated as a women’s grave is marriage. This speaks to the idea that women ought to endure 

difficulties in marriage. Moloko-Phiri (2015) argues that idioms such as these are used to legitimise 

women’s suffering in marriage, which can be associated with shaming women who leave their 

marriages. It appears, from the example, that even though the kist has been associated with 

women’s suffering, Mam Dladla describes it as a tool for asserting her position in the new home. 

The kist is constructed as evidence that she did not just leave her family’s home, but was sent off 

well. In this way, Mam Dladla distances herself from being perceived as a woman living with men 

out of wedlock, which is something that is often considered shameful (Posel & Rudwick, 2012).  

Ma Ngozi below explains that even if one was abducted into marriage, a woman’s family must 

send uduli so that she can live in peace with her in-laws even though the woman may not have 

wanted to be married in the first place:  

Ma Ngozi: If your family fails to do this for you, you will suffer yo! You will suffer. In 

isiXhosa you have your sisters, those are your husband’s sisters who live in the yard with 

you back home. Now if your family don’t send uduli [bridal party with gifts for the bride] 

for you they will insult you. They will say “what kind of woman is this whose family never 

sent her off. We don’t remember seeing any goods brought for her, we don’t remember 
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drinking tea from your cups. Not even a dog was slaughtered in your honour”. They will 

say “we didn’t celebrate with you. We don’t remember having people here to celebrate 

with us because of your family”. You know it’s funny because now you also want this to 

happen for you so you can be like other girls even if you don’t like the men, you just want 

this done for you so that you are not just leaving with people who don’t know who you are 

even though it is their child who took you and brought you to them. And they know after 

that you can’t go anywhere that time everyone knows you are no longer a girl so you must 

stay, face whatever until your family can afford to send uduli for you.  

Ma Ngozi explains that ukwendiswa saves a new bride from experiencing difficulties in her 

marriage. Ma Ngozi, like many other now elderly women, was married by abduction and her lobolo 

was sent weeks later, and others reported that it might even have been sent after a few months. 

Once the lobolo is received the bride’s family send uduli for the bride, in so doing acknowledging 

her marriage. Considering that the amount offered for lobolo is often far less than the amount 

required for the bride’s gifts (Majova, 2001), some participants like Ma Ngozi mentioned that they 

would stay in their marital home even though they faced difficulties. Ma Ngozi states that once a 

woman is taken by a man, she can never return home because people will know that she was no 

longer a virgin, implying that no one else would want to marry her.  

The experiences of women who were abducted speak to the post-credits of the lobolo process, but 

also show how lobolo can take on different meanings. Throughout this chapter, lobolo was 

discussed as an initial step for families to get to know one another, in a way allowing couples to 

live as husband and wife. For the women who were abducted, lobolo was described as hope for a 

better life with their in-laws. In this case, lobolo was not so much about families getting to know 
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one another, but rather a means through which families could release the women to live peacefully 

in their marital home.  

From the examples above it is evident that constructions of femininities and womanhood through 

lobolo and are often overlooked within the singular focus on lobolo as simply a transactional 

practice. Women are not merely passively positioned in particular ways through lobolo, but also 

use lobolo to negotiate and construct their own femininities.  

5.6. Conclusion  

In this chapter I argue that the theatrical nature of the lobolo process is a platform for constructing, 

negotiating, contesting and enacting gendered identities and the exercise of power. I use the 

metaphor of a play or a film to outline the different stages of the lobolo process, as well as to 

convey the script-like nature of the lobolo process. Lobolo is understood as a process rather than 

as a single day event. In this chapter I showed how men and woman use lobolo as an apparatus to 

construct, negotiate, resist and take up particular gendered roles; and in so doing negotiate and 

exercise power in the different stages of lobolo and post lobolo. 

The analysis of lobolo as theatre illustrates a multistage nuanced interaction, between families. 

Through this analysis I show how lobolo, although varies from one family to the next there are 

similarities in the processes which I refer to here as the lobolo script. The script determines what 

needs to be done, and who needs to be in the main stage. The use of theatre allows me to illustrate 

the how interconnected the different stages are and the role that each person plays to ensure the 

success of the lobolo process. In this chapter I have shown that the roles within the are embedded 
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within heteronormative norms, participants narratives have shown that people may take up roles 

that may seem to transgress the norm. In the section Acting out of character I outline the ways in 

which some participants, particularly female participants shared the how they had to take up roles 

that they seem to be out of character such as trying to influence the money amount that would be 

requested by their families for lobolo. I have illustrated through this section the multiple 

negotiations throughout the lobolo process. 

Lobolo negotiations often recognised as a negotiations between representatives of the families 

regarding the amount requested for lobolo. However, as shown in this chapter negotiation are not 

limited to the lobolo amount. Intergenerational, intrafamilial and interfamilial negotiations all 

mediated by gender norms as is illustrated by bride’s negotiation with other females in their 

families rather than talking to their fathers. 

The analysis of the different stages of the lobolo process shows that, while men do generally take 

the lead during the main act that is the lobolo negotiations, the rest of the process seems to be 

mainly female-led. For example, while the grooms expressed a sense of helplessness beyond 

accumulating the money required for the lobolo, we see that the brides are very much involved in 

the negotiations regarding how much may be asked for lobolo in the intrafamilial negotiations. 

The position of women can be seen throughout the lobolo process, whether it is in the socialisation 

of the new bride – off-stage – or the accompaniment of the bride to her new home. Women are 

active participants in the continued practice of lobolo. The off -stage activities and post lobolo 

ceremonies illustrate the significant role that women play in the success of marriage 
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I explore in the next two chapters some possibilities for why women, as well as men, might 

participate in lobolo, despite some of the findings discussed in this chapter which suggest that 

lobolo can be an exploitative, money-making and oppressive practice. I will focus specifically in 

the next chapter on how masculinities and femininities are constructed through lobolo, and how 

these constructions allow the women and men in this study to negotiate their own gendered 

identities.  
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Chapter 6: Lobolo is… Constructions of Gender 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to explore how gender is constituted, negotiated and contested through lobolo. 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the gendered theatricals in the customary practice of lobolo. 

In chapter 5 I showed how the scripted nature of lobolo allows for a particular gendered role of 

lobolo. In this chapter, I explore how lobolo is a gendering custom. In other words, how I focus 

on how lobolo acts as an apparatus for constructing masculinities and femininities. The analysis 

of what lobolo is may provide insight into why lobolo remains common despite ongoing criticism 

of the practices and questions being asked about the contemporary relevance of lobolo. In this 

chapter, I will not be focusing on why people continue to participate in lobolo. Instead, I will focus 

on how the men and women who participated in this study positioned themselves, through their 

narration and their description of lobolo.  

6.2 Constructions of families through lobolo 

Lobolo, as established in the previous chapter, is a set of practices intended to introduce the 

families to each other. It is also a process for establishing a relationship between the two families 

through the multi-stage processes described in the previous chapter. The multiple stages discussed 

are in line with the idea that lobolo unfolds over time and a process that would ideally never be 

fully completed (Dlamini, 1983). The perpetual incompleteness of lobolo is reflected in the 

common saying in isiZulu and other Nguni languages that ilobolo aliqedwa, which can be 

translated as meaning that lobolo (payments) are never paid in full, therefore there is always an 

opportunity for the two families to interact (Yarbrough, 2018). Lobolo is an apparatus for joining 
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two families – the bride’s family and the groom’s family. I argue that lobolo plays a crucial role 

in establishing a new family unit – that between the bride and the groom. I consider how 

masculinities and femininities are constructed through the discourses of lobolo as an apparatus of 

bringing families together, and how the meanings of family and gender are debated, contested and 

negotiated through lobolo. 

6.2.1 Lobolo is an apparatus for joining families. Despite the uncertainties regarding the 

function of lobolo in contemporary times, lobolo has remained a consistent practice in the 

formalisation of marriage (Mohlabane, Gumede & Mokomane, 2019). Most of the participants in 

my study expressed that lobolo was necessary for the formalisation of marriage. In the following 

extract, Sechaba, who is a married man living in Cape Town, described lobolo as both necessary 

and beautiful:  

Lobolo is a beautiful thing. It is about extending family relations and finding out what kind 

of people are these, that want to be part of us.  

Sechaba expressed that lobolo is a functional practice that allows families to get to know one 

another, possibly through the multiple stages of lobolo (Yarbrough, 2018). Lobolo is not only 

about knowing each other but also a process of two families becoming one. While the notion of 

uniting families is commonly used in talking about lobolo (see Baloyi, 2016; Dlamini, 1985; 

Yarbrough, 2018), it appears that the offering of lobolo is generally understood with regards to an 

extension of the groom’s family, rather than the uniting families as Sechaba suggests. Perhaps it 

is the fact that the woman is separated from her kin that gives rise to the discourse of lobolo as 

compensation, which can be linked to the understanding of lobolo as bride price (De Hass, 1987; 
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Dlamini, 1985; Evans-Pritchard, 1931; Posel & Rudwick, 2014a; Semenya, 2014). The discourse 

of bride price is problematic as it distorts lobolo by freezing the set of practices in “tradition”, and 

by suggesting that lobolo is simply about selling and buying. This interpretation has been strongly 

rejected in scholarly literature (see Ansell, 2001; Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018; Mkhize, 2019) as well 

as by the majority of participants in this study. For example, Bab’ Dladla, a 71-year-old male from 

Cape Town, also distanced lobolo from the idea of selling women by linking lobolo to uniting two 

families: 

Note that when we pay lobola we are not buying you ladies but are in fact building a 

relationship between the two families through you. Because if I am buying you that means 

you are my property I can treat like cattle. But you can’t sell or buy a person. When you 

pay lobolo you are uniting families. That means when we are fighting you can return home; 

you still have a home I didn’t buy you. In that way you can see lobolo is not buying a 

person, that’s why we say we are families.  

In the extract, Bab’ Dladla speaks to the notion that lobolo is an exchange of women for cattle and 

that women can thus be treated as the property of their husbands. He rejects this idea that women 

are the property of their husbands and suggests that, should the marriage not work out, a woman 

may return to her home. This quote raises the notion that there is a risk of gender inequality when 

marriages are established through lobolo. Moloko-Phiri, Mulaudzi and Heyns (2016) have argued 

that lobolo creates hierarchies between families, as well as between husband and wife. The 

superiority of the groom’s family is evident in the songs that are often sung at weddings, while the 

superiority of the groom is emphasised through the marital counselling that is often directed only 

at the bride (Mulaudzi, 2013).  
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Through marriage counselling, women are advised of the difficulties of marriage and are 

encouraged to endure the difficulties of marriage (Rudwick & Posel, 2015). This creates the sense 

that the failure of marriage is considered a failure of the woman and an embarrassment to her 

family which may in some cases result in returning the lobolo (Bakker, 2018; Moloko-Phiri et al., 

2016). Moreover, the notion of returning home when a marriage ends, which appears to be reserved 

for women, is in line with the idea of women leaving their homes to get married (Khomari, Tebele 

& Nel, 2012). The persistence of this discourse in contemporary lobolo discussions may reproduce 

hierarchical relationships between men and women through marriage.  

The position of women as minors under the guardianship of their husbands has been shown to have 

detrimental consequences for women when marriages, particularly customary marriages, end 

(Button, Moore, Himonga, 2016; Monareng, 2014; Moore, 2015; Peinaar, 2003). The dissolution 

of customary marriages has been found to have a material and social impact on women because 

women cannot claim ownership of any property acquired in their marriage (Moore & Himonga, 

2017).  

6.2.2 Lobolo is an apparatus for making new families. Despite the dominance of the 

discourse of lobolo as an apparatus for merging families that can be seen across the different 

participant narratives, it appeared that the interaction between the two families was limited to the 

lobolo negotiations. Beyond the lobolo negotiations, lobolo was described as an apparatus for 

establishing a new family unit in which that conjugal relationship is the central component of the 

family unit. The examples discussed in this section focus on the role of lobolo in establishing this 

new family unit. 
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The establishment of the new family unit through marriage often follows the script of man meets 

woman, pursues her, and persuades her to get married. This script, Achebe (2018) argues, is the 

dominant script of romantic love as often presented in Western romantic comedies, which limits 

how we conceive of relationships. It fails to recognise other forms and expressions of love and 

courtship. Achebe (2018) further states that the idea of romance is not foreign to Africa as is 

evidenced by vast literature documenting narratives of love. The normalisation of Western-centric 

ideals of romantic relationships has resulted in a narrowed view of courtship and marital practices 

like lobolo, as commonly practised in societies in southern Africa, as deviant. Below Bab’ Dladla 

responds to my questions regarding his planning for lobolo before he had met someone whom he 

wanted to marry:  

Refiloe: baba, in all this planning what about love? 

Bab’ Dladla: No, no. Some things have nothing to do with love. Marriage and love are two 

different things.  

Refiloe: Really? How so?  

Bab’ Dladla: Marriage is about building a home, someone to look after the home, someone 

to raise the children. Love comes by the way. I’ll give you an example, my wife, she didn’t 

need to love me, I know she didn’t love me. I was an old man by then. But she agreed none 

the less because she understood that lobolo is a woman’s honour. What kind of woman 

would refuse to be lobola’d? 

It appears the question I had asked Bab’ Dladla was in line with Western constructions of romantic 

relationships in which, during preparations for lobolo, the establishment of a new family is based 

on the romantic connection of two the couple. While this is the case in most cases Bab’ Dladla’s 

response illustrates that while it may be commonly expected for love to lead to marriage, the 
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converse can also be expected (see Singh, 2013). In his case, what he needed from the marriage 

was not love but rather someone with whom he could establish a family. It is important to note, as 

I discuss in more detail in the next two main sections, that Bab’ Dladla’s assertion implies that 

women and men have different investments in the lobolo process. While men assert their 

masculinity through the establishment of a family, becoming umnumzana (Hunter, 2005), women 

are dignified through lobolo. This here shows the active and passive constructions of masculinities 

and femininities in the practice of lobolo, which we saw in chapter 5 to be less rigid than is 

suggested in the scholarship on lobolo.  

Bab’ Dladla states that marriage has a functional purpose like raising children; and that the 

functionality of marriage is not dependant on love. It may be possible for one to plan for it, through 

the preparation of lobolo, before meeting someone to marry. He adds after he met his wife, he 

continued with the lobolo, while knowing that she did not love him. Bab’ Dladla only mentions 

that she did not love him, and does not mention whether he loved her or not. It may be that Bab’ 

Dladla mentions love when speaking about his wife because, as Singh (2013) found of the 

participants in her study, many believed that women are more likely to get married because of 

love, while men were more likely to get married for social recognition and the possibility of having 

someone to take care of them. Bab’ Dladla states that, in his case, it was not the idea of love that 

motivated his partner to agree to marriage, but rather the idea of having lobolo offered for her. 

Perhaps Bab’ Dladla is drawing on the discourse of lobolo as an honour for women, which may 

result in the creation of asymmetries in the marriage, as the man – Bab’ Dladla in this instance – 

bestows honour upon the woman he chooses to marry. The implication here is that men are 
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perpetually positioned as being in a position of power, to take away or to give honour and dignity 

to women, while the woman cannot achieve the same for the man.  

 Bab’ Dladla was talking about arranged marriages, but this discourse of lobolo as an honour for 

women was shared across the different narratives I collected. I will return to it in more detail in a 

later section, and I mention it here to highlight that the discourse of lobolo as an apparatus for 

establishing a new family unit holds different meanings for men and women. For women, having 

lobolo is described as a privilege, for men it is seen as a means to an end. For a man then, lobolo 

is a mechanism to acquiring a family, and the new family unit and children born to it belong to the 

man (Nhlapo, 2019; Parker, 2015). Further, women who are honoured through lobolo need to 

prove through their works that they are worthy of the honour of lobolo, through performing acts 

of service such as taking care of the home and having children which do not belong to her, but her 

husband (Oyěwùmí, 2005b). This idea of children belonging to their father was also raised by 

Nthabi (27) a female from Johannesburg who described lobolo as atonement by her son’s father 

for the “wrong he had committed”. She said: 

 You know for me his decision to pay had nothing to do with love. I just told myself “he is 

taking responsibility for what he has done, he is acknowledging the pregnancy and that is 

it”. He felt we had to do the right thing by my family. We refer to our son by the name that 

his (the child’s) paternal grandparents gave him and also, he (the child) uses his father’s 

surname. So actually, we didn’t do anything right by my family. He said, “I know the lobolo 

is going to be a lot cos I have to first apologise for impregnating you and also buy the 

surname for our son”. You know what, the relationship is not there, there are no hugs and 

kisses. No goodbyes. No, I love yous. It’s only when the lights go off that we acknowledge 
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each other’s presence. We both know this. When we have a high-pitched argument, we 

have both said I am only doing this for my son.  

In the extract above Nthabi may be attempting to illustrate that lobolo is not only an apparatus for 

joining families but also the “correct” way of establishing a family. Nthabi states that she and her 

son’s father did not follow the correct order of establishing a family, that is pay lobolo and then 

have a child. She also lists a number of things that she perceived were not correct to do given that 

he had not paid lobolo. There is a Setswana saying “ngwana ke wa dikgomo”, meaning that 

children belong to a man only after he has offered lobolo or inhlawulo (Eddy, Thomson-de Boor, 

Mphaka, 2013; Semenya, 2014). In instances where children are born before marriage, like in 

Nthabi’s case, and the father is unable to comply with these rituals, the child remains with the 

maternal family (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Chiweshe, 2016; Eddy, Thomson-de Boor, Mphaka, 

2013; Jeffreys, 1951). Should the father wish to have the children carry his surname, he has to pay 

the inhlawulo which has commonly come to be understood as damages (see Langa, 2010; Makusha 

& Richter, 2016; Nduna, 2014). 

It appears from Nthabi’s narrative that she regarded the lobolo offered to be inhlawulo. This can 

be seen from her emphasis on the fact that she and the father of her child had not done the “right 

thing”. It appears as though she and her son’s father did not agree on what the money offered was 

for. While she considered it to be inhlawulo he regarded inhlawulo to be part of the lobolo. As a 

result, he believed that the amount that will be requested by Nthabi’s family will be a lot. Nthabi 

did not see it as lobolo because she felt that she and the father of her child did not have a 

relationship, therefore it made sense that whatever that was offered was not towards formalising 
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their family unit, but rather as a way of offering their child a sense of legitimacy – a commonly 

held view of inhlawulo (Moore & Himonga, 2018). 

Women are often spoken about as not having control over their sexual lives (see Attwood, 2011; 

Lesch & Kruger, 2005), and this may result in the notion of atonement or damages for a pregnancy 

that occurs out of wedlock or even before lobolo is paid. A pregnancy can thus be viewed as the 

result of a negative act that was done to a woman, rather than as an act in which she participated. 

Lesch and Kruger (2005) found that when it comes to sexual education, parents are more likely to 

inform girl children about the dangers of sex than they would boys. The discourses of damages 

can be linked to the Christian idea of purity, in which pregnancy outside of wedlock is seen as a 

defilement of the women (Nkani, 2012). Therefore, inhlawulo which is offered as damages is not 

only about the acknowledgement of paternity as argued by Jeffreys (1951) but is also a platform 

for discussing women’s sexualities.  

The view of inhlawulo as damages is consistent with the view of lobolo as bride-price, in that both 

are mistranslations that position women as passive participants in their sexual lives as well as in 

their marriages. This is perhaps best exemplified in Nthabi’s narrative referring to inhlawulo as 

damages. She inevitably victimises herself in the relationship, and makes the father of her child a 

central figure of her narrative, for example, focusing on what he did, why he did it, what his 

intentions were and his hesitations in the relationship.  

We have since stopped talking about it (the lobolo). We have not spoken about are we 

married? Are we engaged? What is going on? I don’t know what he wants. I feel he is not 

honest with me and he is not honest with himself.  



155 

It appears that Nthabi recognises lobolo to be an apparatus for establishing a family unit but does 

not believe that this is the case in her own situation. She expressed a lot of uncertainty throughout 

our interview, stating that she is not sure whether she should identify as married or engaged. Nthabi 

expressed that she wanted the father of her child to clarify what is happening between them. From 

this narrative, it appears that Nthabi’s behaviour was consistent with how heterosexual 

relationships tend to be organised, in that men are believed to have to take the lead and to be 

responsible for determining how the relationship progresses (Lamont, 2014; Sassler & Miller, 

2011). Women, on the other hand, are believed to have to take the position of passive submission 

to the will of the man, with little to no power in determining the course of the relationship (ibid). 

Male leadership in heterosexual relationships is established from the first encounter between 

couples and is reproduced through various interactions and stages in the relationship (Lever, 

Frederick & Hertz, 2015).  

In Nthabi’s narrative, she positions herself as a passive participant within the relationship and 

presents the father of her child as having as the active leader. I decided to ask Nthabi what she 

wanted from the relationship since she spent a large part of her narrative speaking about the father 

of her child. She narrated the following:  

I want a family, I want a family for my son, and I think he (the father of my child) is the 

only person I can have that with. He is the only man I have been with. I have not actually 

prepared myself to be with someone else like thinking actually someone else can do this 

with me. I just want a home a proper home, a household, you understand right? 

In her response, Nthabi, like other participants, suggests that lobolo is a mechanism for establishing 

a family unit. What may be also deduced from Nthabi’s narrative is that her decision to agree to 
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have lobolo paid is not about honour – as suggested by Bab’ Dladla earlier – but rather as a means 

to preserving a sense of acceptable femininity. By asserting that she has only been with the father 

of her child, Nthabi may be attempting to distance herself from notions of promiscuity that are 

often associated with women who have children out of wedlock (Posel & Rudwick, 2014b). 

Mbali’s narrative illustrates how lobolo is necessarily linked with women’s sexuality, through 

patriarchal notions that govern acceptable and non-acceptable sexual behaviour of women. Due to 

the patriarchal nature of this system of governability, neither in Nthabi’s narrative nor in the 

narratives of other participants, does the issue of male sexual activity arises as a problem to be 

discussed.  

The centrality of children to the female participant’s narratives about lobolo as an apparatus for 

establishing new families speaks to the social expectations for women to put their children’s 

welfare before their own (Chisale, 2017; Msiza, 2019). While other participants did not share 

Nthabi’s experience of being in an uncertain relationship at the time of their lobolo, most female 

participants expressed that they agreed to have lobolo paid for them so that they could establish a 

home for their children. This sentiment was shared by other female participants in this study, who 

also spoke about lobolo as an apparatus for constructing their nuclear family, and not only about 

bringing together the two larger families. The focus on the nuclear family emphasised in the 

narratives of participant such as Nthabi, was also noted by Radcliffe-Brown and Forde (2015), 

who noted that marriage offers relationships social and legal recognition it is also a system that 

gives children legitimacy. In these narratives, lobolo was constructed as a mechanism for 

establishing these legitimate families. Even the female participants who did not have children 
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mentioned that lobolo, even if it was not followed by the legal procedures of getting married, 

would offer their children a sense of legitimacy. 

Finally, Bab’ Dladla and Nthabi, although they both suggest that lobolo allowed them to realise 

“legitimate” families, offered different reasons for why they desired these families. These 

differences hinge largely on gendered responses. For men, lobolo gives access to the social status 

of respectability, while for women the decision to go through lobolo is for the greater good and to 

strengthen social relationships, where the lobolo is not for the woman but for the extended family 

or for the children. These differences open up new avenues for further discussion about the 

gendered differences and meanings attached to participation in lobolo. In the rest of this chapter, I 

analyse the ways in which masculinities and femininities are constructed, challenged and taken up 

through the meanings attached to individuals’ and families’ participation in lobolo. 

6.3 Constructions of masculinities  

In this section, I discuss various articulations of lobolo as they pertain to the construction of 

masculinities. I focus on how desirable versions of masculinities are constructed and reproduced 

through lobolo. Masculinities [and femininities] can be understood as a “series of discourses - 

transcending the scale of the individual - which set out the rules, expectations and conditions within 

which everyday gender relations take place” (Shepherd, 1996, p. ii). Although the focus in this 

section (and in lobolo more generally) is on masculinities, I take up the insights of some scholars 

who argue that masculinities and femininities are co-constructed through everyday socialisations 

in different platforms such as home, school and work (see Helman & Ratele, 2016). 
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In the previous chapter, I discussed the gendered nature of lobolo by exploring the different stages 

and activities around the set of customs. In this section, I want to pay attention to how the research 

participants spoke about lobolo as a gendering set of customs. In other words, I want to analyse 

how the participants discussed and framed how lobolo is used as an apparatus for the construction 

of masculinities (and femininities).  

6.3.1 Lobolo is a demonstration of maturity and financial stability. Manhood is marked 

by “some act or choice on part of the young male and acceptance by [other] adult males” (Morrell, 

2006, p. 16). The act on the part of the young male and the acceptance by another adult male is 

often centred on particular ceremonies, such as ulwaluko amongst young Xhosa men (Mfecane, 

2016; Magodyo, Andipatin & Jackson, 2017) and stick fighting amongst young Zulu men (Carton 

& Morrell, 2012; Morrell, Jewkes & Lindegger, 2012,) that mark the rites of passage into (male) 

adulthood. Hodes and Gittings (2019) found that young men in the townships, as well as those 

who have participated in customary initiation practices of some kind, expressed that it was 

important as a young man to be in a relationship with a woman as this was proof of one’s maturity. 

Hodes and Gittings (2019) also found that sexual education was part of the initiation, with some 

men reporting that they were encouraged to “test drive the new Mercedes” (p. 449), which is code 

for having sex with a woman immediately after returning from initiation. 

While there are other social markers of the transition into manhood, what remains constant is the 

accession into manhood through having relationships with women (Hodes & Gittings, 2019; 

Msibi, 2011). While it may be acceptable for men to have sexual relationships with multiple 

women, this behaviour is often associated with younger men. For older men, there is an expectation 
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that they will establish stable relationships through the payment of lobolo (Hunter, 2005; Kogan, 

Cho, Barton, Duprey, Hicks, & Brown, 2017). The payment of lobolo is considered the correct 

way to establish these formal relationships.  

In the extract below Koketso (32), a woman from Johannesburg speaks about lobolo as a rite of 

passage for men rather than it being about women, as it has come to be understood:  

Koketso: honestly, I don’t know but I think if you are charging over a hundred grand that 

is madness. I think they mustn’t make it too easy after all he must feel the pinch that you 

know he earned his wife. And also, they mustn’t make it so difficult that he can’t reach. 

Honestly, this is a difficult question. I don’t know, all I know is that there should be an 

amount and the amount should not be too cheap.  

Refiloe: What is too cheap?  

Koketso: I don’t know, R2000, for example, is too cheap. A man must sweat. He must work 

for his woman. He is not going to feel anything if he has to pay 2000.  

Refiloe: But what is it that he has to feel? I mean he chose you and you chose him… 

Koketso: Cos he is a man, and he must grow up. Having been married for this long. I can 

say men are kids. They just need that one thing to make them realize this is a whole different 

stage of life. It’s different with us girls, I mean the societal expectations for women. You 

know the stuff you have to do after you get married. For them, they have it so easy. You 

know that WhatsApp joke that was going around about how the son in law is always 

welcome. The minute he enters his in-laws’ home, someone serves him. But you as makoti 

(daughter-in-law), you can’t just enter sit down. They expect you to start taking care of 

everyone there. And that pisses me off so much. It’s so unfair. So, can he just feel the pain 

even if it’s just at the beginning? Cos, we feel it for the rest of our lives  
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Koketso doesn’t offer an answer regarding what lobolo negotiations should be based on. She only 

states that the requested amount should not be low. Earlier in her narrative, Koketso had mentioned 

that lobolo has become too expensive because it has become about what a woman has or doesn’t 

have, as well as what she had done in her past. She argued that the consideration for certain things 

such as a woman’s level of education gave some families the opportunity to abuse lobolo for 

personal gain. In her explanation, Koketso deviates from the norm of equating the amount paid for 

lobolo to be a reflection of the worth of a woman. Instead, Koketso implies that lobolo is about 

men, by linking it to affordability and working hard. In so doing Koketso constructs lobolo as an 

apparatus for making men into men, by drawing on discourses of affordability, acquisition, and 

the ability to endure the discomfort associated with paying lobolo.  

While Koketso draws on the discourse of affordability which is common in lobolo discussions, 

she deviates from the dominant association of lobolo with a woman’s worth (Mofokeng, 2005; 

Mwamanda, 2016; Moore, 2015; Rudwick & Posel, 2015; Shope; 2006). Koketso’s focus is 

instead on men and their ability to “earn” their women. She adds that the amount should not be as 

low as R2000, an amount she considers too easily affordable by most men. She insists that lobolo 

should be an uncomfortable process, something that a man would “feel” in preparation for the next 

stage of his life. Koketso draws on the notion of difficulty as evidence of a transition from boyhood 

to manhood.  

The notion of making men through pain is not limited to lobolo. While the transition into 

womanhood unfolds over a series of developmental milestones occurring from puberty (Scott & 

Mojola, 2016), the rites of passage into manhood seem to be centred around single events or 
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experiences. While the transition into womanhood is a guarded journey, figuratively and 

physically as discussed in the previous chapter, the transition into manhood appears to be marked 

by an event, particularly an uncomfortable or painful one. In discussing the multiplicities of 

woundedness through the process of ulwaluko, Kiguwa and Siswana (2018) explain that it is not 

only the endurance of the psychical pain that is considered central to the making of a man, but 

rather it is the ability to endure the psychological pain associated with this transition from boyhood 

into manhood. This was also mentioned by other participants like Bab’ Dladla quoted below, who 

describes this transition as a time in a man’s life in which he desires a companion: 

You know wena Refiloe, as a man there comes a time when you decide you can’t be alone 

anymore more. So, when that time comes, us in our time you would go to relatives and tell 

them “I’m ready, I want a wife”. And some might suggest so and so’s daughter, you know 

“Hai, I know this girl she lives here I’ll introduce you when she visits” you know that kind 

of thing (laughter). So, I also got to that point.  

Although Bab’ Dladla does not describe it as a point of maturity, it appears that this point that the 

desire to have a wife comes to every man eventually. He explained that when a man reaches this 

point, he takes particular steps to make the transition. In his case, he said he turned to his relatives 

to help him find a wife. Bab’ Dladla notes the steps that a man took in his time may not necessarily 

be the steps that a man would take today. The different approach alluded to by Bab’ Dladla was 

confirmed by some younger participants like Lucky, a 37-year-old male from Johannesburg, who 

said that the decision to get married was supported by accumulating money for lobolo: 

Lucky: Before I met my wife, I was saving already for the lobolo or a wedding, depending 

on the money of course. I went as far as saving all my change in a 5L bucket and can you 
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believe that money contributed to lobolo. When I started this journey, I was not looking for 

the right person to marry, I was looking for a person to make into the right one. 

Lucky said that the steps he took were to start saving for lobolo. Even though Lucky’s marriage 

was not an arranged marriage, he began saving for lobolo before he even met his wife, meaning 

that the decision to save money to pay lobolo was not a result of the development of a romantic 

relationship. This realisation of desire for a companion, as expressed in the above example, 

suggests that the desire to pay lobolo is a sign of maturity that is independent of women, but is 

realised through women. 

Lucky explained that he could save for lobolo even though he was not in a relationship because 

once the funds are available, the woman he chooses to marry would be made “into the right one”. 

Lucky’s reference to the notion of the right one is in line with the idea that lobolo is offered on 

behalf of women who are considered different from other women, women who are deserving 

(Chisale, 2017). I observed this discourse of the “the right one” across many of the participants' 

narratives, most of them asserting that they decided to pay lobolo or have lobolo paid for them 

because they believed they were with the right one. In this way, lobolo not only serves to 

distinguish men from boys, but lobolo also serves to affirm that the person they are with is better 

than other partners.  

What can be seen clearly from Lucky’s narrative is how he positions women. For women, lobolo 

is described not as a choice but rather as a desire. For women, the transition from girlhood to 

womanhood does not lie in a woman’s actions, but rather it is the lifelong socialisation and earning 

recognition of her worthiness through lobolo (Mupotsa, 2015a). Therefore, the agreement to 
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participate in lobolo is not an outward performance of readiness for marriage, but rather an 

opportunity to realise the external validation of worthiness.  

Perhaps men are afforded more autonomy in relationships, due to the assumption that marriage is 

a privilege for women and that men, therefore, do not naturally desire marriage. Perhaps it is 

because women are seen as being more likely to desire marriage than men (Chisale, 2015; Miller 

& Sassler, 2011; Moyo, 2005). In other words, while men need to get ready for marriage, women 

are told to aspire to marriage while also being taught how to conduct themselves as to prove they 

are suitable for marriage - to be the “right one” (Posel & Rudwick, 2014a; Shoppe, 2006; Nkosi, 

2011). It does not appear from the extracts or other narratives that men were concerned about being 

the right one. In both Bab’ Dladla’s and Lucky’s narratives there was an assumption that they 

would be acceptable to the women they would choose to marry. 

Furthermore, from Lucky’s narrative, it may be that the ability to provide the lobolo qualifies a 

man for marriage. Similar sentiments were expressed across different narratives. Some participants 

said that it is not sufficient for men to desire a companion, a man should have the financial means 

required to be in a relationship. I decided to interrogate this belief found in some of the narratives. 

For example, Lebo had mentioned earlier in her interview that she realises that, even though it may 

be difficult for some men to raise money for lobolo due to financial difficulties, lobolo is a 

necessary sacrifice if a man wants to get married.  

Refiloe: so, what about men who are unable to save up or to make that kind of sacrifice, 

not because they are unwilling but simply cos, they are unable to. What do they do then? 
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Lebo: then don’t get married. I mean if you can’t afford mahadi [lobolo], like an uncle of 

mine much older than I am, he got married three years before me and his lobolo was like 

R5000. I mean even if you don’t have money, I’m sure you can afford R5000. If you want 

to get married and be the head of the household, you need to show this. Like I don’t believe 

that I can’t afford it, story.  

Lebo’s response is informed by a capitalist and patriarchal construction of husband-hood, in which 

men occupy a higher social position in the family as providers. She suggests that lobolo 

distinguishes between men who should get married and those who should not, thus creating a 

classed distinction between different men. Malinga (2015) found that men who are precariously 

employed (day labourers) often have their masculinity questioned even in their own homes because 

they are unable to meet the demands placed on men to be providers. By suggesting that any man 

can afford R5000, she may be attempting to further illustrate that if a man claims he cannot afford 

that amount, then perhaps he should not get married. Similarly, Aviwe (42), a female from 

Johannesburg, suggested that even when a man is ready for marriage but does not have the 

financial resources to pay lobolo, he should delay marriage.  

I don’t understand this thing of men who say that lobolo must be done away with, I mean 

if you are a broke man what business do you have wanting to get married. How does a man 

like that propose he will look after his wife and children? If a man doesn’t have money it 

is fine, he must wait until he has money to do things the right way. 

It appears Aviwe believes that it is only men who are “broke” who do not support lobolo. She adds 

that such men, men who are not financially comfortable, should not be considering getting married, 

as they would not be able to meet the social demands of being a husband. Aviwe’s call for a delay 

of marriage by men who do not have money is consistent with findings from other studies that 
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found that most men and women considered lobolo to be a stumbling block to marriage (Mhongo 

& Budlender, 2013; Posel & Rudwick, 2014a; White, 2016). While there was consensus regarding 

delaying marriage across the narratives, the delay in marriage was constructed to be a reflection of 

a man’s sense of preparedness or maturity. This preparedness was mainly expressed as having 

established financial stability. Sibusiso, a 45-year-old man from Johannesburg, talked about his 

friend and suggested that, even if a man does not pay lobolo, it is important to be financially stable:  

He [my friend] just went to the father in law who asked him “are you working?” He said 

yes. They asked him can you take care of my daughter?” he said yes. So, he said OK go 

organize your marriage I give you my blessing, you don’t need to pay anything. 

While Sibusiso’s proposal for how marriage should be formalised diverges from the dominant 

view, the above example is consistent with the construction of gender within the practice of lobolo. 

The meeting between his friend and the father-in-law mirrors what we know about lobolo 

negotiations, namely that marriage is established through negotiation and agreement between men. 

Similar to how it happens in lobolo, the negotiations and the agreement between Sibusiso’s friend 

and his father-in-law did not involve his wife-to-be. While Sibusiso’s friend is allowed to be part 

of the negotiations, the interaction illustrates a hierarchical interaction between the friend and the 

father-in-law. The father not only permits him to get married but also acts as a gatekeeper to 

accessing successful manhood. It appears that successful manhood is measured by access to 

employment (Malinga, 2016), thus only men who have access to employment are allowed to 

establish their homes.  
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While Sibusiso offers this example in an argument against the necessity of lobolo, it appears that 

he cannot escape the heteronormative constructions of gender. Sibusiso, like the participants who 

argued that lobolo is a necessary practice, also drew on discourses of providers and dependants. 

The meeting between the friend and his father-in-law suggests that marriage is a form of exchange 

of guardianship, which is reminiscent of colonial and apartheid laws that positioned women as 

perpetual minors in need of being taken care of (Chisale, 2017; Msiza, 2019).  

Similar sentiments were expressed by Tshepi (33), a married woman from Johannesburg who 

expressed in another part of her interview that she did not want her husband to pay lobolo for her, 

but realised he needed to do the “right thing” as demanded by culture. Tshepi stated: 

Normally you will just hear stories that they charged ridiculous amounts. But for me, it 

was like no, I will not allow my parents to charge him too much because he’s been so 

responsible, so supportive throughout the whole relationship. I gave them my reasons, to 

say no. “Remember that this guy was there for me when I was pregnant. He did not deny 

the kid. I did not have to go under any stress. He was there throughout. He took care of me 

when I was pregnant. It was not his responsibility, but he was taking care of me. Eh, 

whatever I needed at school he was able to provide for me”. So, I felt that no. It goes to 

show this person, he will even take care of me even after this.  

Tshepi says she suggested to her family that they should not request a high amount for lobolo 

because she argued that he was a responsible man. She says that she based her arguments on him 

being present during the pregnancy as well as supporting her. Tshepi’s construction of her partner 

as a good man could be seen as a response to the high numbers of “absent fathers” in South Africa. 

In 2017 it was reported that over 60% of children, the majority of those being black children, grow 

up without their biological fathers (StatsSA, 2016). Tshepi also shared that her partner not only 
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stayed with her during the pregnancy but also took care of her when she was still in tertiary 

education.  

Tshepi, like Sibusiso, also drew on the discourse of female dependants and male providers. In her 

explanation, she constructed lobolo as a demonstration of a man’s ability to take care of his family, 

and she argued her partner was able to prove this ability when she became pregnant. She explained 

that her husband had demonstrated that he was responsible throughout their relationship and 

therefore there was no need for the additional demonstration of responsibility and/or financial 

stability in the form of lobolo.  

The construction of lobolo as a demonstration of a man’s financial stability suggests that women 

are dependants in the marriage. The discourse of male financial stability was prevalent across 

narratives and serves to maintain the status quo, even though some participants instead argued that 

it was important for both parties in a relationship to have an income. The narratives in this study 

suggest that the positioning of women as dependants and minors within a marriage is amplified 

and exaggerated through lobolo. Through reference to notions of maturity and financial stability, 

lobolo is understood as a commitment and not only a proof of the man’s ability to provide. In the 

following section, I pay closer attention to the issue of commitment and to how masculinity is 

constructed in lobolo processes.  

6.3.2 Lobolo is a demonstration of commitment. There is a popular assumption that men 

do not desire marriage, an assumption that is firmly embedded in the construction of masculinities 

as hypersexualised (Kogan, Cho, Barton, Durprey, Hicks & Brown, 2017; Lindegger & Quayle, 

2009). This gives rise to the assumption that men would prefer to have several sexual partners, 
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which is incongruent with men’s desire to get married. In this section, I explore how the discourse 

of lobolo as commitment intersects with particular ideas of masculinities. Below Khaya (38), a 

married man from Cape Town, describes lobolo as a commitment: 

Refiloe: Why was it important for you to pay lobolo? 

Khaya: I think it (lobolo) shows how much you want the relationship to work. It shows 

commitment. It shows the ability to follow through with the decision you have made.  

Khaya explained that lobolo is an expression of a man’s commitment to the relationship. He adds 

that lobolo illustrates that a man can follow up with the decision he has made. This could refer to 

the decision to pay lobolo and the commitment to accumulating the necessary resources to secure 

the relationship. Similarly, Sindisiwe (33), a single female from Cape Town, also constructs lobolo 

as an illustration of commitment: 

Refiloe: What would you say is the significance of lobolo? 

Sindisiwe: Personally, for me, lobolo symbolizes that a man is ready to commit himself that 

he is able to take care of his wife and his children. I don’t think that is the function for it 

though. It’s just my opinion. By paying lobolo it shows that he is ready to be the head of a 

household. 

Sindisiwe explains why a man must prove that he is committed. She adds that it is not only a 

commitment to the relationship but also a commitment to fulfilling the responsibilities that come 

with the roles assumed in marriage. Sindisiwe draws on the patriarchal construction of men as 

heads of households (see Lesejane, 2006), but instead of proposing the possibility of equal 

partnership in the marriage, she questions this position of being the head of a household as a 

privileged one. Sindisiwe draws on a hegemonic discourse of men as providers to support her 
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construction of men’s role as heads of their households. In South Africa, while men may gravitate 

towards accepting this role as heads of households, they may struggle to meet the demands 

associated with this position, given the state of unemployment and the rise in poverty (see Ratele, 

2014; Shefer, Stevens & Clowes, 2010). 

In these examples, commitment is constructed as a one-sided effort. This could be linked to the 

assumption that all women desire marriage (Ngabaza, Daniels, Franck & Maluleke, 2013; Singh, 

2013), therefore do not need to demonstrate a commitment to the relationship. This discourse of 

lobolo as commitment feeds into the idea that men are inherently unable to commit, thus making 

certain behaviours acceptable for men, while unacceptable for women.  

Khaya suggests that lobolo is not about a man’s commitment to a marriage, but rather a 

commitment shown by both the man and the woman. He suggests that both parties, through 

agreeing to the lobolo, are committed to finding ways to save the marriage. This speaks to the idea 

that lobolo is about the families and not just the individuals (Chiweshe, 2016), therefore it is 

expected that the larger family will intervene should there be a problem in the new unit as described 

below:  

Khaya: you know because lobolo is a matter between the adults, even if you and I fight we 

can’t just decide to leave the marriage. We have to go back to the elders and tell them what 

the problem is so that they can call us, sit us down and resolve it like that. 

While Khaya’s assertion is in line with what most of the participants as well as scholars have 

expressed regarding the function of lobolo, this view has also been associated with violence in 

marriage (Moore, 2019; Ngema, 2013). Chiweshe (2016) argues that lobolo plays a role in 
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domestic abuse, as it creates a sense of entitlement from men as they view women as their property. 

According to Baloyi (2016), given that most men have to work for long periods to accumulate the 

resources needed to pay lobolo, most men do not agree easily with their wives leaving the marriage. 

In the following extract, Sechaba notes that this difficulty of accumulating lobolo payment: 

Sechaba: We grew up knowing about ilobolo. We were told when you love someone you 

must pay it. But once you pay lobolo you know this is my wife I was charged heavily for 

her, so let me hold on to this woman. Even if she says she is leaving you; you will ask 

yourself how? How do I just let go of her cos I paid for her let me humble myself and go 

beg her to come back. You know you humble yourself for a woman you married. So lobola 

creates some sort of discipline in this marriage. You not going to go around chasing other 

women. Imagine losing a woman you know you worked hard for, for a woman who was 

just easy to get, a woman who slid her way between you and your wife. Lobolo makes you 

think twice. For this reason, even if it is little there must be something that a man pays for 

his wife 

While Sechaba draws on discourses of love to construct lobolo as a commitment and a deterrent 

to divorce, his assertion appears to be informed by notions of ownership, which is a criticism that 

has frequently been levelled against lobolo. He adds, on the contrary, that lobolo ensures that a 

man treats his partner well. This association of lobolo as assurance for a happy marriage was said 

to be false by Posel and Rudwick (2014b) who found that women in KwaZulu-Natal reported that 

having a high lobolo offered on their behalf did not mean that they would be treated well in their 

marriages. Sechaba’s attempt to construct lobolo as something positive for women supports Mam’ 

Dolly’s position that women need protection in their marriage. By suggesting that lobolo offers 

this assurance, Sechaba inevitably positions men as pre-disposed to mistreating their spouses. 
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Chiweshe (2016) found that, even though there is no evidence that men and women who are in a 

relationship without lobolo fail to respect each other, this belief is still commonly held. Sechaba 

suggests that lobolo not only ensures a man’s commitment to his marriage but also makes women 

worthy of the commitment. A woman becomes worthy of commitment because of the value 

ascribed to her during lobolo negotiations. Sechaba states that lobolo forces men to consider what 

they might stand to lose if they are found to be unfaithful in their marriage. By linking this 

consideration back to the cost of lobolo, Sechaba may imply that the cost of lobolo is a disciplining 

factor, rather than creating a sense of commitment to one’s wife. If men ought to consider only the 

money that they offered, then what is suggested is that rich men may not have to commit to a single 

woman, because even if the wife leaves, they can easily replace her.  

While lobolo might act as a divorce deterrent and protection for women from being removed from 

their homes, again confirming that property belongs to men, it is not evident from the above 

example how lobolo could protect one against abuse in the marriage. This positioning of men and 

women in this way implies that marriage can be a hostile place for women. However, given the 

socio-economic status of many black women, some may opt to stay in unpleasant marriages rather 

than to leave (Perumal, 2011). Moore and Himonga (2017) note that, because the customary 

practices have been left to families and societies to define, the dissolution of the customary 

marriage often leaves women displaced, especially in instances where the marriage dissolves (also 

see Button, Moore & Himonga, 2016).  

These narratives act to create hierarchies between different men, as those who are more financially 

capable are “allowed” infidelity, whilst poor and working-class men, cannot afford infidelity. 
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Moreover, what is also prevalent from some of the narratives is that women are positioned as 

having few choices, as lobolo becomes exclusively about the assertion of masculine identities. 

While in previous chapters I have illustrated how women often subtly shape the lobolo process at 

various stages, it appears that women are relegated to passive, choiceless subjects within lobolo. 

This contradiction is the topic discussed in greater detail in the next section.  

6.4 Constructions of femininities    

What was argued in the previous section is that lobolo comes to be a demonstration of men’s 

maturity, financial stability, and commitment. The construction of masculinities through lobolo in 

this way, without an accompanying action for women, speaks to how men and women are 

socialised in preparation for marriage. While women are socialised to be ready for marriage 

(Mupotsa, 2015b; Raphalalani & Musehane, 2013), men are assumed to come to a state of 

readiness for marriage. Lobolo becomes a demonstration for men of their masculinity, and an 

affirmation of a woman’s worth and respectability. In other words, while lobolo acts as an 

apparatus through which men can realise what is considered desirable masculinities, for women 

lobolo appears to an apparatus through which respectable femininities are invested in them.  

 6.4.1 Lobolo is a token of appreciation. While lobolo remains chiefly about the joining 

of two families, lobolo is offered by the groom or the groom’s family to the bride “for the care, 

effort, respect, values, and education the woman's family instilled in her for their [groom's family] 

benefit” (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018, p. 583). In this way, lobolo is a token of appreciation, from 

the groom’s family or the groom, to compensate for the loss of their daughter. Lobolo as a token 

of appreciation is laced with notions of gratitude and compensation. Dlamini (1985) notes that, 



173 

although the discourse of compensation has always been prevalent, it should be treated with 

caution. To assume that lobolo could ever compensate parents for their daughter’s upbringing sets 

the ground for the understanding lobolo as a form of sale, which would be erroneous. Most 

participants strongly rejected the construction of lobolo as a sale. Below Lethabo (37), a female 

from Johannesburg, speaks to how lobolo comes to be a token of appreciation by the groom to his 

in-laws:  

Lobolo is a token of appreciation, you know, just to say “I’ve taken your daughter, I’ve 

married her. Here is a token of appreciation for raising her, for having born a wife for 

me” you know that kind of thing. It really is not about buying a person. My family can’t 

say “you owe us” because he has given them what he has and that’s where his strength 

ends. 

Lethabo attempts to disassociate lobolo from the notion of buying and selling by suggesting that 

lobolo serves as an apparatus for men to express their gratitude to their in-laws. She explains that 

this gratitude is embedded in the recognition of the brides’ family’s efforts in raising their daughter, 

which she then explains is received by a man. Lethabo may be also referring less to appreciation 

and more to compensation towards the woman’s family. Although Lethabo may be attempting to 

speak out against the sale discourse often associated with lobolo (Dlamini, 1985), her reference to 

compensation invokes this very sale discourse.  

Lethabo’s explanation reveals how men and women are positioned through lobolo understood as 

a token of appreciation. As already discussed in the previous section, lobolo is considered to be a 

demonstration of a man’s strength, which is a euphemism for his financial status. In the above 

example, Lethabo implies that because lobolo is a token of appreciation it is a voluntary act by the 
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groom, and the bride’s family cannot claim that he is indebted to them. Lethabo’s assertion 

contradicts a dominant discourse in lobolo discussion which is that lobolo can never be fully paid, 

and it is through this lifelong “debt” that the two families remained tied to each other (Dlamini, 

1983; Kalule-Sabiti, Palamuleni, Makiwane & Amoateng, 2007; Yarbrough, 2018). Perhaps the 

never completed lobolo serves as a means to maintain the hierarchical relationship between the 

groom and the bride’s family, especially her father.  

While there is a belief that lobolo is never paid up, some scholars have understood it as an 

inescapable debt that men are forced to enter into with their in-laws (James, 2015, 2017; Kuper, 

2016). For some men, the “outstanding” lobolo hangs like a cloud over their heads (James, 2017). 

Similarly, Posel and Rudwick (2014a) reported that the “outstanding lobolo” may be used by the 

bride’s family to make demands on the groom. Perhaps Lethabo may be attempting to mitigate 

this exploitation when she refers to lobolo as appreciation rather than compensation. 

Lethabo, like other participants who spoke of lobolo as a token of appreciation, did not question 

whether lobolo is a recognition of the bride’s family in raising her, nor did they question who 

rewards the parents of the groom. I decided to interrogate how the unilateral token of appreciation 

comes to be so. While most of the participants found it difficult to offer an answer, Koketso (32), 

a female from Johannesburg, ventured the theory that lobolo is offered as a token of appreciation 

to a woman’s family by the man. She also added that women honour their in-laws through various 

acts throughout the marriage:  
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Refiloe: So, if lobolo is to say thank you, why don’t we thank the man’s parents for raising 

him? Because, like you, he was raised; he went to school. His family also sacrificed for 

him to be the man you would like to marry. 

Koketso: oooh ai ai no maan they have enough thank yous. I take care of them; I take on 

their surname. I have given them an heir. I mean I have given them a boy and a girl. I have 

given them a boy child who has taken on their surname and will carry it for them. I have 

given them something money cannot buy. Oh, and one more thing. We look after their boys. 

We continue to raise them. Men are boys, they are babies their whole life. 

Koketso states that the groom’s family receives enough gratitude through the marriage. She says 

that the thank you to her in-laws comes in the form of her service. Even though Koketso does not 

live with her in-laws, her assertion that she takes care of them is a reference to the notion that 

lobolo is offered with regards to the women leaving their family to join their in-laws (Bayi & 

Hawthrone, 2018; Moeti, Koloi-Keaikitse & Mogkgolodi, 2017). The addition of a makoti was 

considered a benefit to the groom’s family, particularly to her mother-in-law, who would be 

alleviated of some of the housework (Nganase & Basson, 2018). Traditionally, when a woman got 

married, she would leave her own kin to live with her in-laws in their homestead, thus contributing 

to taking care of that home through her labour in their fields and towards the enlargement of the 

family by having children, particularly male children that will belong to the husband’s family 

(Chiweshe, 2016; Hosegood, McGrath & Moultrie, 2009; Posel, Rudwick & Casale, 2011).  

Jefferys (1951) argued that lobolo is a transference of children’s rights from their maternal side to 

their paternal side. Koketso may be suggesting something similar when she states that, in addition 

to the domestic labour, she thanks her in-laws through her reproductive labour, namely by having 

children. Importantly she does not acknowledge these children as her own, but rather as belonging 
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to her in-laws. This is what Koketso considers to be “enough thank yous” and “something money 

cannot buy”.  

Koketso notes that, in addition to the domestic and reproductive labour, women continue to raise 

their husbands whom she argues remain babies throughout their lives. Two things can be noted 

from Koketso’s reference to men as babies. The first refers to what other female participants in 

this study mentioned regarding men’s total dependence on their wives for all their needs. The 

second is that this reference of men as “babies” speaks to the construction of women as natural 

carers. Not only do they care for their children, but also their husbands. Morison (2011) found in 

her study that males’ involvement in parenting was mediated by beliefs that men are unable to 

assume caring roles, whereas women assume such roles “naturally”. Thus, one can see Koketso’s 

claim to taking care of her husband as possible and indeed accepted as part of the naturalised care 

expected of women. 

Even though women are constructed as natural caregivers (Nentwich, 2008), this ability is 

questioned in the absence of male partners. Single mothers are globally recognised as vulnerable 

and female-headed households often of lower socioeconomic status (Depew & Price, 2018; 

Mkhize & Msomi, 2016). The general household survey that women, in particular black women, 

are more likely to be in the lower socio-economic percentile and have reported that children who 

grow up in single female-headed households experience various challenges such as educational 

difficulties (Amoateng, Heaton & Mcalmont, 2017). The difficulties of being a single mother are 

reflected in how lobolo is constructed in the narratives of participants who were raised by single 



177 

mothers. For example, below Koketso and Mapaseka construct lobolo as a reward that their 

mothers had earned by raising them alone. 

Koketso referenced some of the challenges that her mother experienced in raising her. She 

expressed that lobolo should only be for her mother and those who contributed to her upbringing.  

Koketso: I would have preferred that my mother doesn’t share the money with anyone, she 

deserves it. Being a teenage mom was difficult I’m sure, school, baby, baby daddy gone. I 

guess maybe my grandmother cos we stayed with her when my mother while my mother 

was studying so yeah, I don’t mind that she got something. But my mother being the 

Christian she is, always talking about forgiveness, she gave some of the money to my father, 

she said he is still your father so we must acknowledge him just for that. 

In this way, Koketso implies that lobolo ought to be a reward given to her mother for all the 

challenges she might have experienced as a single teenage mother. In a study on lobolo and 

womanhood, Rudwick and Posel (2015) found that single mothers mentioned that the high amount 

requested for lobolo was not only a symbol of their daughter’s worth but also a reward for their 

hardship in raising their daughters alone. Similar notions were shared by other participants like 

Mapaseka who said that the lobolo belongs to mothers as compensation or reward for raising them: 

Mapaseka: I told my mother she must keep all the money for herself because none of these 

people were around when I was growing up. Now they want to claim “ey our child has a 

masters”, do they even know how I got it? No! So that is why I didn’t want my mother to 

involve them in the first place. 

Mapaseka is perhaps referring to the intra-familial negotiation regarding how much should be 

asked for her lobolo. For the intrafamilial negotiations should have not even taken place because 
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she believes that her mother should have handled the whole lobolo process alone as she had not 

received help from anyone when raising her. Mapaseka mentions her qualification as a point of 

contestation between her mother and the rest of the family. Women’s educational attainment has 

been considered by some families as a reason to request a high amount (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018), 

thereby suggesting that women with higher educational qualifications are better than women who 

do not have higher education. By suggesting that, if there is anything to be gained from her having 

a masters it should be awarded to her mother, Mapaseka shifts the focus away from her as better 

than other brides, and instead makes it about recognition of her mother’s efforts in raising her. 

The consideration of education in contemporary lobolo discussions illustrates a shift in what is 

considered desirable attributes for women. While traditionally women were expected to work in 

the home, today more women work outside the home. It is important to note that even though 

women work outside the home, it does not mean homes are more egalitarian. Jaga, Arabandi, 

Bagraim and Mdlongwa (2018) note that women are still largely responsible for housework and 

childcare, even as they also work outside the home 

Lobolo is a compensation for loss of labour for the woman’s family was related to doing 

housework, instead of financial contribution (Khomari, Tebele & Nel, 2012), but in recent times 

has come to mean the woman’s ability to work outside the home (Mhongo & Budlender, 2013). 

According to Moore (2015, p. 818), when it comes to marriage, women are expected “to improve 

their access to resources and social networks while often compelling them to comply with gender-

conforming norms”. Interestingly, while lobolo is still rooted in patriarchal norms of men as sole 

providers, it appears that women who are able to assist men in fulfilling their supposedly male 
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duties of provision are considered also worthy of higher lobolo, rather than being seen as a 

challenge to male authority. 

The construction of lobolo as a reward can be explained by how lobolo is organised. Because all 

children belong to their fathers (Jefferys, 1951), then all lobolo that is offered as a token of 

appreciation belongs to the father. Therefore, lobolo is a system that maintains hierarchies amongst 

men. As a token of appreciation, lobolo positions the groom as a receiver and thus lobolo is offered 

as a demonstration by the groom of his ability to take over from his intended father-in-law in 

providing for his daughter (Bayi & Hawthorne, 2018). Therefore, lobolo as a token of appreciation, 

although commonly said to be offered in recognition of the bride’s family, it is actually a 

recognition and appreciation of the father’s efforts. Contrary to the discourse of gratitude that 

underlies the construction of lobolo as a token of appreciation, the reward discourse positions a 

man who pay lobolo as someone conferring a reward on the mother. 

In the example below, Mandla (36) from Johannesburg implies that mothers are responsible for 

what are seen to be transgressions in their daughters’ sexual practices and in particular if there are 

children as a result of sexual activity. Mothers who succeed in guarding their daughters’ virginity 

are rewarded with a portion of the lobolo as if they have earned it. 

Mandla: They asked for eight cows. Reason being that if a woman does not have children, 

the cows that are charged are 11. The eleventh one is for the mother. But if she already 

has children then there is a difference, they subtract a child, I don’t know if one cow means 

one child and how much that is. But per one child, is minus one cow. So, they charged me 

8 cows because she has two children. So, the mother’s one was taken out. The mother’s 

one is only included when their child has not yet had children. 
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Mandla, in talking about his own experience with paying lobolo and explains how much his in-

laws asked for and why they requested the amount that they did. He explains that the lobolo was 

based on the evidence of his partner's sexual history which was evidenced by her having children. 

Mupotsa (2008) in her reflection on her own lobolo day, notes the lack of visible signs of 

pregnancy were assurance to her future in-laws that she was “acceptable… beautiful… not 

damaged” (para. 23). Mandla explains that if a woman is damaged, for example by the fact that 

his partner already had two children, it reduces the amount that her family can request for the 

lobolo. Some authors (Nkosi, 2011; Rudwick & Posel, 2015) have noted that because lobolo has 

been linked to women’s worth, the reduced amount may be considered to be a ranking of women. 

The example above shows that it is not only brides who are ranked through the process of lobolo, 

but their mothers too. The subtraction of the mother’s cow is because the pregnancy is considered 

a failure of the mother to teach her daughter well. Mgwaba and Maharaj (2018) wrote about 

women’s role in educating younger women about how to engage in non-penetrative sex, to prevent 

pregnancy and preserve their virginity. It is possible to see how Mandla’s narrative may be rooted 

in a vision of the male-headed households as better homes, suggesting that fathers are not only 

financial providers but also moral guardians and disciplinarians, ensuring that children are raised 

well (Lesejane, 2005; Morris, 2011). In a related study, Brabeck and Brabeck (2009) point out that 

some feminist scholars have highlighted that the construction of women as natural caregivers 

“relegates women to the private space and men to the public” as custodians of justice and in this 

case morality.  
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Therefore, it is expected that women raised in female-headed households will be less disciplined 

in terms of what is considered appropriate or acceptable feminine behaviour. Therefore, the 

reduction of the lobolo acts as a punitive measure for single mothers of brides-to-be. The 

construction of lobolo as a reward for mothers implies that some mothers are better than others. It 

appears as though both mothers and daughters are measured against the bride’s previous sexual 

history. 

6.4.2 Lobolo is a woman’s honour. Lobolo is often criticised for putting a monetary value 

on women. Yet, based on the responses of participants in this study, a majority of whom were 

women, one can postulate that women who participate in lobolo do not always feel oppressed in 

the participation of lobolo. Instead, what we have seen is that women attach a range of different 

meanings to their participation. In other words, lobolo serves as a demonstration of what Ma 

Ndima’s said about lobolo and women, namely, lobolo offers women a sense of dignity. Rudwick 

and Posel (2015) reported that women in their study expressed that they were proud to have a large 

amount offered for them, as this reflected that their families and their husbands valued them highly. 

This supports the findings by other scholars who have shown that women are often very supportive 

of lobolo as a practice that confirms that their husbands value them (see Ansell, 2001; Chiweshe 

& Chiweshe, 2016). In this study, similar sentiments were expressed by both male and female 

participants, who said that lobolo honours the woman for whom it is paid. Therefore, lobolo was 

interchangeably referred to as a woman’s honour, pride, and dignity. 

 Ma Ndima: lobolo is important wena Refiloe, to us ilobolo is a woman’s dignity. 
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The above statement from Ma Ndima, a 67-year-old woman from Cape Town who was married 

through ukutwala, is a response to a question I had asked regarding the significance of lobolo in 

the contemporary context. Her response reflects similar views shared by some of the participants, 

particularly those who were also married through ukutwalwa. Ukutwala refers to marriage by 

abduction and has been outlawed, as it is considered to be a violation of human rights (Mwambene 

& Kruuse, 2017). Monyane (2013) states that when a woman (or girl) is abducted for marriage 

“[t]he girl is closely watched until she gets used to the idea of marriage. … The process involves 

having sex with the girl, and if she resists force is used” (p. 69). In so doing the man ensures that 

she would not attempt to escape because as Ma Ndaba points out, once a woman has been 

abducted, she can never return to be a girl, meaning being a virgin. 

 Ma Ndaba: With us, we knew once you have been to a man, there is no going back to 

youth. With you, you can live with a man and come back to your father’s house and still be 

a girl. But for us, we knew once you are taken, you will never be a girl again. You must 

dress like this for the rest of (stands up to demonstrate attire). You will never wear pants 

again.  

This loss that is experienced by women through ukutwala, as expressed above, suggests that 

ukutwala positions women in a perpetual state of “sexual servitude” (Monyane, 2013, p. 70). The 

participants explained that, even though a woman was abducted, she would not be considered a 

wife if the lobolo had not been sent to her family. Lobolo, which comes post ukutwala, serves to 

elevate the woman who has been abducted from this position to the position of a wife. Therefore, 

lobolo affords women a sense of pride, as is articulated by Ma Ndima. 
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As discussed in chapter 5, when lobolo is sent to the woman’s home, most participants expressed 

that they felt proud on the day, as it meant that they were fully married and now belonged to their 

new family. In this section, I explore how lobolo is constructed as a reflection of women’s worth 

and how it in turn functions as an apparatus through which women can access honour and pride. 

In the extract below from Jabulile (44) from Johannesburg, it is evident how this construction of 

lobolo as honour may translate as intrafamilial competition: 

Jabulile: In as much as I tried to help my husband out by talking to my family before the 

lobolo, I was careful actually, it was tricky. I didn’t want them to charge him too much but 

also, I didn’t want them to ask for too little. You know these things behind closed doors, as 

cousins and so on we know and talk about them, so you don’t want to be that one “oh 

shame they paid R15 000 for her”. No, you know. As much as the pressure is exhausting 

you still want to impress.  

Jabulile refers to the cost of lobolo and the challenges of negotiating with one’s family the amount 

to be requested. As discussed in Chapter 5, most women reported that they attempted to influence 

the amount that would be requested by their families. Jabulile states that part of the challenge with 

this intervention is finding the balance between what would be financially feasible and one’s own 

positioning amongst peers.  

The assertion from Jabulile perhaps illustrates the tendency to associate lobolo with the value of 

women. It is important to note here how, by equating the amount paid for lobolo to the value of a 

woman, there is a slippage into a capitalist line of thinking that results in the discourse of selling 

and buying which suggests some women are “worth” more than others (Shope, 2006) 
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The discourse of honour and pride expressed above implies that women can only access honour 

and pride through the actions of men. It is men who determine what is considered honourable. The 

examples below from Sandile, Sechaba and Khaya express what is part of how the lobolo is 

negotiated. These negotiations are informed by what is considered within a patriarchal society to 

be desirable feminine conduct. Sandile (41), a man from Johannesburg, lists some of the other 

factors considered when negotiating lobolo: 

Sandile: of course, they will consider not only her educational background but her social 

background. If she was a busy girl or not. That is why they used to have virginity testing in 

the old days. Cos if she is a virgin, she is pure, she is expensive, exclusive, you see. So, if a 

girl has had children, she has to be cheap, she is not proper goods, she is not like a new 

car, she has been running for a while, she has a few kilometres on her. 

Sandile states that, in addition to consideration of education, there are other factors to be 

considered with regards to lobolo. Sandile argues that lobolo can be used as an apparatus for 

ranking women and for objectifying women. For example, Sandile speaks of women as “goods” 

and “cars”, to explain how lobolo is calculated. While most participants rejected the notion of 

ranking women through lobolo, some of them shared the sentiments that lobolo can be determined 

by a woman’s sexual history. In this example, Sandile makes a direct link between a woman’s 

worth and the amount paid for lobolo. By likening women who have children to used cars, Sandile 

implies that women, specifically their bodies, are goods to be used by their partners, and once 

“used” the next partner should not be expected to offer as much in terms of the lobolo.  

Sandile constructs lobolo as trade, but he also positions women and their bodies as objects to be 

owned by their partners. Many scholars have remarked on the inherent problems of policing female 
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sexuality (see Chiweshe, 2016). The policing of female sexuality, in this case, is not for the benefit 

of the woman herself, but rather for the benefit of others such as her family and her potential 

husband. This confirms how lobolo has come to be understood as a custom that reinforces 

hierarchical relationships between men and women. 

In the next examples, although not talking about sexuality, Sechaba and Khaya also describe the 

women for whom they decided to pay lobolo. Both men describe the qualities and attributes they 

considered to exemplify what may be considered desirable feminine attributes in a potential bride: 

Sechaba: when I met my wife, I saw she was very different from the others and then what 

attracted me even more was that she did not drink alcohol, whereas I am a drinker. And I 

would see the behaviour of people who drank and the behaviour of people who did not 

drink. I saw that this person does not drink, and the way she acted towards me, which was 

showing me respect. And every time I need her, I know where to find her. I think that is 

what motivated me to reach that decision that I should pay lobolo. 

Sechaba states that his partner was different, possibly implying that she was better than another 

woman. He then explains what distinguished her from other women is the fact that she does not 

consume alcohol. Even though he mentions that he consumes alcohol, he implies that this is an 

undesirable attribute. By mentioning alcohol consumption as a point for consideration when 

deciding to pay lobolo, he speaks to the association of female alcohol consumption with 

undesirable female behaviour (see De Visser & McDonnell, 2012; Lyons & Willott, 2008). Farvid, 

Braun and Rowney (2017) reported that they found this also in a study that focused on the 

perceptions of 15 young women regarding casual sex. They write that there was an association 

between alcohol consumption and promiscuity; women who consume alcohol were perceived to 



186 

be more willing to engage in casual sex and were often labelled using derogatory terms (Farvid, 

Braun & Rowney, 2017). In this study, the association of alcohol consumption with undesirable 

female behaviour and morals were mainly mentioned by male participants. For Sechaba it was his 

partner’s abstinence from alcohol and her approach towards him that made her “different”.  

He suggests that he disapproves of all people who drink, and states that he has observed the 

behaviour of people who drink and those who do not. He then adds that he observed that because 

his partner does not consume alcohol, she treats him in the way he prefers to be treated and he 

could find her whenever he needed to know where she was. This desire to know his partner's 

whereabouts show Sechaba’s assumption that women who may have a life outside the home may 

be transgressing the boundaries of what is considered desirable feminine behaviour.  

Khaya also echoes Sechaba’s views that a good woman spends her time at home and does not 

consume alcohol. Khaya also adds other qualities of good women:  

Khaya: what attracted me to her was her mannerism, she is a gentle person. She was 

someone I realised that I could build a home with. You know sometimes as a woman you 

should not be someone who talks too much. She must know that a man is a man. I wouldn’t 

want to marry someone aggressive; you know some women can beat a man up. I didn’t 

want someone who I will leave in my house to go to work and come back and find her 

drinking Redds, drunk. No! That is not a wife, that is not someone you would pay lobolo 

for.  

Both examples confirm the kind of woman who is considered to be a good wife. The construction 

of a good wife is embedded within norms and discourses of what is considered a good woman. 

The attributes of a good woman are knowing her place; she does not talk too much and is not 
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aggressive or antagonistic. In other words, a good woman does not transgress these gender norms 

with behaviour such as acting violently and drinking alcohol (Shefer, Ratele, Strebel, Shabalala & 

Buikema, 2007). South Africa is amongst the countries with the highest reports of both alcohol 

and violence, particularly violence against women by their intimate partners (van Niekerk, 2015). 

Violence against women tends to be mainly framed as “corrective”, whether it be by an intimate 

partner correcting the behaviour of a woman who is regarded as not “knowing her place” (Hungwe, 

2006) or by a stranger who sees himself as correcting the behaviour or appearance of a woman 

who is perceived to be transgressing the accepted gender norms. In the above examples, lobolo is 

constructed as a reward for women who display what is considered to be desirable feminine 

attributes, and in this way, it can be used as an apparatus for policing women’s behaviour.  

6.4.3 Lobolo is not paying for help. Marriages are often hetero-patriarchal, asymmetrical, 

and inherently difficult for women (Chiweshe, 2018; Cornwall, 2005). For example, Harrison and 

Montgomery (2001) found that, in general, women reported fearing marriage. Some of the reasons 

mentioned centred around fear of the unknown, coupled with what they have been told about the 

difficulties of marriage (Harrison & Montgomery, 2001). Ironically, marriage is described as 

difficult and simultaneously necessary, therefore it is important for women to aspire to it and to 

preserve and protect it.  

In this section, I explore how marriage as a goal for women is used to normalise inequality in the 

home. Inequality in marriage presents itself in various ways, as we have seen in the examples that 

were presented by the participants in this study who mostly mentioned the everyday living 

arrangements after the lobolo. The examples provided by most participants centred around the 
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decision of who would perform and who receive labour, and we read from the participants how 

lobolo was used by their partners to legitimise inequality when it comes to housework. In the 

example below, Ma Ndima from Cape Town describes what the day of a married woman would 

look like:  

In our days, a man would tell you: I will not have a working wife. Yours is to build my 

home. I will send you money, you must make sure you look after the home. You cook, you 

clean, you fetch water from the stream, all that with a baby on your back. Now I see how 

you girls are living, that thing we were doing was not life. It was oppression. You work like 

a slave for the family you are married into. 

 Ma Ndima argues that she recognised back then that the nature of marriage appeared to 

disadvantage women. She said that a women’s life was enclosed in her home because many were 

forbidden by their husband to work outside the home. Not only were women limited to working in 

the home, she explains, but the work was also strenuous as women were responsible for the 

maintenance of the home and childcare. Ma Ndima’s narrative suggests that women who are 

getting married now have more choices than she had when she got married. However, this is not 

always the case, as has been shown by numerous scholars who document that housework and 

childcare is still largely women’s responsibility (Morison, 2011; Nourani, Seraj, Shakeri & 

Mokhber, 2019). Helman and Ratele (2016) found that even in families that claim to be egalitarian, 

life is still to a large extent reliant on heteropatriarchal gender norms when it comes to the division 

of labour. 

The narratives shared by other (younger) female participants did not reflect the privilege alluded 

to by Ma Ndima. For example, Mapaseka, a 36-year-old woman from Johannesburg, explained 
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how lobolo changed her life with her partner. Mapaseka reflects below on some of the challenges 

she has experienced in her relationship with her husband:  

Before we got married, he was a decent guy. When we were dating, he was, trust me. And 

I remember at some point I said to him “you lied to me, you deceived me because had I 

known that you would refuse to wash your... when you use them you won’t want to wash 

them, had I known that part, I wouldn’t have married you. So, you deceived me because 

when you were visiting my place, if I had washed up everything and packed and you were 

the last to eat, you won’t put it in the sink, you washed it but today you put it there”. And 

I’ve asked him, “but what’s going... are your hands, you know, painful or something or 

what’s... you’re allergic to the water or what’s going on?”. And then he would say “but 

I’m married, why should I wash the dishes when I have a wife, why did I pay lobolo if I’m 

going to still have to do my dishes”. So, now I just leave it because what can I say? So 

that’s just, ja neh. So, I think [about] what we eat, then I prepare and then I have to serve 

them [the children] and then I have to take the, I have to take the plate to him. Then when 

he’s done, he just puts it there next to him and I have to go and take it and wash it. So, if I 

sleep early, then he comes back, he eats, then he just puts the plate on the sink, and I will 

find it in the morning. It’s one plate or just one cup. Yes, so these are the things that always 

made me feel that I cannot, I cannot, I cannot. I don’t want to be responsible for anybody, 

you see, this is why I always thought that I won’t make a good wife. 

In Mapaseka’s narrative, it appears that the husband links the payment of lobolo to his expectation 

that the wife will perform housework. Paying lobolo absolves him of having to perform any 

housework, as those are the duties of the wife. Mapaseka suggests that her partner constructs lobolo 

as a down payment for a lifetime exemption from washing dishes. Mapaseka suggests that her 

husband uses lobolo to excuse himself from doing what is thereby considered a woman’s job 

(Helman & Ratele, 2016; Singh & Mukherjee, 2018), even though this is a task that he performed 
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before they got married. By asking why he should wash dishes since he has paid lobolo, 

Mapaseka’s husband may be relying on the notion that men and women have different gendered 

roles which are established through the payment of lobolo. The change in the man pointed out by 

Mapaseka was also reported by Harrison and Montgomery (2001) in their study, in which women 

reported that their husband had changed after marriages. Lamont (2014) explains that marriage is 

a desire to fit into heteronormative roles, therefore married couples tend to conform by those 

gender roles, as compared to cohabiting couples who tend to be more egalitarian.  

While this change is often negative on the part of the men, it is unsurprising in the sense that lobolo 

is not only a gendered process but also a gendering process. In other words, through lobolo men 

and women assume particular roles, and the roles that men play during the lobolo process (to 

provide the resources for the procedure) are perpetuated in the relationship. Women are evaluated 

on their meekness and submissiveness during the lobolo, and this is expected to be carried out in 

the marriage. It appears that Mapaseka has tried to challenge the inequality in her relationship. 

Mapaseka’s construction of a good wife as someone who not only serves as she does, but someone 

who delights in taking care of others, is a sentiment that was shared across narratives and is 

consistent with the traditional consideration of a woman’s domestic abilities in lobolo negotiations 

(Rudwick & Posel, 2015). Simultaneously, Mapaseka perhaps recognises her husband’s behaviour 

to be linked to problematic heteronormative gender discourse that results in an unequal division of 

labour in the home. This is evidenced by her confronting her husband regarding the burden of 

having to take care of everyone. Mapaseka finds this construction of the good wife burdensome, 

but it nevertheless appears she has internalised it and has found herself wanting in this respect.  
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The following extract is from Khaya from Cape Town, who also spoke to the idea that good wives 

are women who can take care of a household: 

Refiloe: How did you come to the decision that it is time for you to pay lobolo? 

Khaya: Well, there are things that I can’t do, like look after the home, sweep here and 

there, things like that. 

Refiloe: Before you got paid lobolo who used to sweep the floor? 

Khaya: I guess I didn’t sweep; I was busy. You see I work I run the fruit and veg here 

outside. So, at times the house would remain dirty, I wouldn’t have time to even make the 

bed or even wash my laundry. So, it was time I found someone to help me. 

Khaya’s extract suggests that one of the reasons men pay lobolo is linked to the need for a woman 

who will take care of the household. The reasoning for wanting to pay lobolo thus reveals a kind 

of heteronormative, patriarchal understanding of gender roles within marriage –men work outside 

the home and women take care of the home (Atkinson, Greenstein & Lang 2005). Even though 

Khaya runs a fruit and vegetable stall at his home, he nevertheless considers this to be working 

outside the home, and therefore he felt he needed someone who will be at home to help with taking 

care of the house.  

In the extracts below Sechaba and Jabulani describe a good wife as someone who not only helps 

with taking care of the home but is someone who would be of help all around including helping 

their husband achieve their goals. 
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Sechaba: I needed to be more focused. I wanted someone who will assist me in getting my 

goals. Actually, I can say, I wanted a helper.  

Jabulani: I decided that it is time I pay lobolo when I decided that I wanted to start a 

business. When you are a businessperson, you must not have many girlfriends because you 

need to focus and make money, and I know that girlfriends do not assist a man on any idea 

that they might have.  

Sechaba and Jabulani’s description of what a good partner is, exemplifies the argument by gender 

scholars that marriage is more beneficial to men (see Dempsey, 2002; Mwatsiya, 2019). Msiza 

(2019), states even though the gendered relations have evolved it is still expected for women to 

choose between their careers and their family life. In the above quotes it and the rest of their 

narratives, Sechaba and Jabulani did not mention the possibilities of their wives having lives 

outside the marriage or their goals or ambitions which supports the notion that women’s lives are 

subsumed into their husbands' lives and/or the families. The societal demands on women, once 

they become wives, are inconsistent with the goals and expectations of women who wish to have 

carers or to study further (Chisale, 2017).  

Jabulani, a self-employed male from Cape Town, stated that his decision to pay lobolo for his 

partner with whom he was already living was so that he could distinguish her from a girlfriend. 

Jabulani suggests that a girlfriend might not be committed to assisting a man with his business 

goals. The distinction made between girlfriends and wives implies that the status of being a wife 

is equated with being a better and more supportive woman, in line with the discourse of women 

who are deserving of being elevated to the status of a wife (James, 2017; Paul & van Dijk, 2016).  
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The helper discourse embedded within these narratives is not offered as a reflection of men’s 

inability to take care of themselves, but rather is consistent with the assumption that lobolo is 

compensation to a woman’s family for the loss of her labour (Khomari, Tebele & Nel, 2012). 

Further, the narratives suggest that women’s labour is not performed to the benefit of her in-laws 

but rather should be to the benefit of assisting their husbands with achieving their goals. This 

indicates a shift in the expected roles of women in marriage, but they are still based on the burden 

of care. 

The above excerpts show that the motivation to get married was directed towards meeting personal 

needs, such as having someone to assist with the house chores, help start with starting a business 

or achieving a goal. The examples from Khaya, Sechaba and Jabulani demonstrate how men can 

use lobolo as an apparatus for realizing masculine positions that are consistent with 

heteronormative gender norms, for example, that men are providers and women are carers.  

It appears from the examples discussed in this section that women for whom lobolo has been 

offered are expected to organise their lives around their homes in ways very similar to those 

articulated by Ma Ndima, who perceives marriages today to be easier for women. Perhaps, with 

more opportunities to work and greater access to education, it may appear that women’s lives have 

improved. Yet the examples above suggest that women are still expected to organise their careers 

around their homes and their husbands’ goals.  
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6.5. Lobolo and redemption of undesirable femininities and masculinities 

In this section, I consider how lobolo is constructed as redemption. By redemption, I refer to how 

lobolo is spoken about as redemption for those men and women who are considered to have 

transgressed what may be considered acceptable gender norms. For example, while pregnancy 

may be seen as a positive thing, it is more acceptable “within a heterosexual, conjugal relationship” 

(Chiweshe, 2018, p. 79). Even though motherhood is considered the epitome of womanhood when 

motherhood is detached from wifehood it has come to be seen as something shameful (Oyěwùmí, 

2005b). Single motherhood is often associated with negative outcomes for both mother and child 

(see Amoeteng & Setlalentoa, 2015; Mkwananzi, 2019; Newlin, 2017). Literature that focuses on 

single motherhood contributes to this negative discourse of women as always being in need of 

being saved, even from roles that society has deemed as natural for women. 

Thandeka, a 35-year-old female from Johannesburg, speaks to the shame that is associated with 

having a child before marriage.  

You know what Fifi, I won't lie to you, I knew the relationship was not going to work but I 

thought why not, I already have a child at least if I am married, even if I have a second 

child I can say at least nami ngilotjoliwe (at least lobolo has been paid for me)”. The truth 

is it is easy for a man to pay lobolo for a woman who is still new. But for a man to pay 

lobolo for someone who has “mileage” means the man must have recognised that the 

“used goods” are better than the “new stock”.  

For Thandeka, as well as for other women in the study, lobolo affirmed their worth, redeeming 

them into respectable femininity consisting of wifehood and motherhood within wedlock. In this 

case, marriage may be recognised as more than a legal, religious, or cultural arrangement, but also 
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as the ideal environment in which to raise children and the morally acceptable platform “for the 

sexual expression for love” (Singh, 2013, p. 22). Scott and Theron (2017) note that in these ways 

women may use marriage as a tool to realise “normal and respectable lives” (p. 5). Moreover, 

Thandeka may be suggesting that by simply stating that lobolo has been paid for her means that 

people will universally know that she is deserving of respect, even though she may be regarded as 

“used goods”. Thandeka also suggests that there is a hierarchy of femininities, in which outside 

marriage she would be near the bottom. By agreeing to have someone pay lobolo for her, even 

while knowing that the relationship would not work, allows her to move up this hierarchy towards 

respectable femininity. Rudwick and Posel (2015) note in a related observation that women who 

have been cohabiting expressed a desire for their partners to pay lobolo so that they could escape 

the discourse of used goods.  

This discourse of lobolo as redemption also extends to men. Men can choose to pay lobolo to 

mitigate being considered disrespectful men (Hunter, 2016b). In the below extract, Mandla from 

Johannesburg was referring to being unemployed and how lobolo may act to redeem his 

hegemonic masculine position in the home:  

Mandla: you know, even though now I am not working, I tidy the house, yes but I do not 

expect for my wife to come back home and she finds that there is something I have not done 

like maybe dishes or cooking and then she asks me, as a woman, “why haven’t you 

cooked”. You know I still have that thing that “hey! I paid lobolo for her”. Even though I 

shouldn’t feel entitled to her cooking for me. But we know when a woman leaves her home 

for marriage, she is advised to take care of her home. These are basic teachings, and these 

are good teachings that even though we are in modern times we should not abandon those 

teachings. Then I cannot be asked ukuthi why I did not cook. I cannot be asked why I did 
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not clean the house. That’s not my job, I do these things as you found me now doing them 

because I am at home bored and I don’t mind helping out.  

Lyonette and Crompton (2014, p. 14) state that there is an assumption “as women become ‘more 

like men’ and take up paid work, then men will become ‘more like women’ and undertake more 

domestic work”. However, this is too often not the case. Women who work outside their homes 

are still expected to do domestic work as is also shown in this example above. For Mandla, even 

though the roles have switched in that his wife is the sole provider, he argues that because he paid 

lobolo he should not be expected to do housework.  

Mandla’s argument can be explained by the notion that women’s contributions, including financial 

contributions, are seen as supplementing the household income (Lyonette & Crompton, 2014). 

Therefore, the justification of the construction of the gendered roles in Mandla’s excerpt may be 

the result of an attempt by Mandla to hold on to the gender norms that afford men power and 

authority in the household. Mandla’s comments point to the pervasiveness of heteronormative, 

patriarchal roles within relationships, which lobolo acts to reinforce, by redeeming those men who 

may not have the ability to enact other dominant roles associated with hegemonic forms of 

masculinity.  

Mandla’s view on gendered positions in the household was echoed by other participants like 

Koketso. Koketso expressed that unemployment should not be used to challenge a man’s position 

as the head of the home:  

Koketso: After we got married, my husband lost his job and I was the sole breadwinner. 

And something like that can really break a man. Now having gone through that watching 
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him lose his confidence even after getting a job, ehm I think having the pride of being able 

to look after me before he lost his job gave him a little bit of comfort that at least he didn’t 

get me for free, at least he did work for this marriage at some point.  

Koketso speaks about the psychological impact that unemployment can have on men. She states 

that the payment of lobolo saved her husband from the “shame” associated with not working (see 

Du Toit, De Witte & Rothmann, 2018). For Koketso, lobolo is a demonstration and performance 

of manhood, and that cannot be undone or lost. This construction of a lobolo as a lifetime pass for 

hegemonic masculine dominance is inconsistent with the literature on masculinities, in which 

scholars have found that unemployment has a serious impact on men’s sense of worth and may 

raise questions about their role in the family (Malinga, 2015). 

6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter aimed to demonstrate how lobolo functions as an apparatus for constructing 

femininities and masculinities. The meanings and functions of lobolo as described by the men and 

women in this study show how lobolo is embedded in and reinforces particular gender norms.  

In this chapter I explored participants response to the question “what is lobolo?” or “what is the 

function of lobolo?”. I framed this chapter around the response lobolo is. For the most part the 

participants response to these questions reflected the commonly understood as what lobolo is rather 

than their own personal meaning of lobolo. As a result, I explored how these articulations of lobolo 

serve to frame masculinities and femininities through lobolo.  

I begin with a discussion in this chapter with the widely articulated view that lobolo is about 

bringing families together. I discuss the construction of families in this chapter focusing on 
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Constructions of gender to highlight how the notion of bringing families together is centerd on the 

‘breaking’ of one family, which is compensated through the lobolo. In so doing women are 

positions as the joining force between the two families. This positioning of women is also 

confirmed by the events discussed in chapter five, in that the success of the marriage and thus the 

union of the families is often the burden of women. Due to this burden, I also show that the 

motivations expressed by men and women for why lobolo is significant are underpinned by what 

is considered acceptable gendered roles. From some of the female participants’ narratives it 

appears that in joining their husbands’ families their lives were also subsumed into their husband’s 

lives. While men spoke about the importance of having a partner in relation to their goals and 

needs, women spoke about the significance of marriage for the greater good.  

The articulations of lobolo suggests that while women and men are active roles in the lobolo 

processes. The articulations illustrate the view that men as active and women as passive. The 

constructions of masculinities through lobolo is dependent on men’s ability to perform in particular 

the expectation through lobolo. Such as accumulating resources needed for lobolo and paying it. 

In other words, the construction of lobolo as a man’s commitment and of lobolo as a token of 

appreciation both centralise the grooms as the active participants in the lobolo process and turns 

brides into passive participants through whom the lobolo takes place.  
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Chapter 7: Lobolo As Legitimising Gendered Positions  

7.1 Introduction  

The aim of this chapter is to explore how lobolo, as a matrimonial custom, acts as an apparatus for 

legitimising particular gendered identities and roles. In chapters 5 and 6 I discussed the gendered 

and gendering nature of lobolo. Chapter 5 highlighted the gendered nature of the theatricals of the 

lobolo, showing that the process of lobolo allows for the negotiation and performance of gendered 

roles. Chapter 6 illustrated that lobolo reproduces heteronormative and hegemonic gender 

discourses such as male providers and submissive females. In this chapter, I take these insights 

further and show how lobolo legitimises gendered identities through marriage.  

As discussed in chapter 2, marriage is recognised as an institution of fundamental social and legal 

importance (Perumal, 2011). According to Marso (2010, p. 146), marriage has been linked to 

notions of respectability, and “to be married is to practice legitimate and appropriate sex, provide 

a suitable home for children, and participate in the promise of a bright future anchored in secure 

and stable values”. In other words, marriage has been linked to social status, in which married 

couples (particularly heterosexual couples) are considered to subscribe to higher moral standards 

(see also Scott & Theron, 2017). According to Singh (2013) (heterosexual) marriage is considered 

to provide an acceptable platform for sexual expression and is considered to be the most suitable 

environment for reproduction, thereby contributing to the building of societies.  

Msibi (2011) argued that marriage becomes a marker of heteronormativity so that people who are 

not married are considered outside the norm. Chisale (2017) argues that women, particularly black 

women who are not married, are perpetually juniorised, irrespective of their academic and 
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professional accolades. Nhlapo (2019, p. 48) states that central to African customary law is the 

notion that “marriage as a desirable state and an indispensable milestone to everyone’s journey of 

life”. This assertion echoes Mbiti’s (1969, p. 130) remarks that “[one’s] failure to get married 

under normal circumstances means that the person has rejected society, and society rejects him [or 

her] in return”. This assertion suggests that marriage is not simply an agreement between two 

people, recognised by society and their family but rather that marriage affords one a position in 

society. 

7.2 Doing the right thing/Doing things right  

Mohlabane, Gumede and Mokomane (2019, p. 169) found, in a study that sought to examine 

attitudes towards marriage amongst South Africans aged 16 years and older, that 60% of their 

participants reported that they were “pro-marriage and tend not to support alternative living 

arrangements” like cohabitation, which is often referred to by the derogatory term vat-en-sit (take 

and keep). Even though there is an increase in marriage-like partnerships amongst black South 

Africans, due to many factors including the cost of lobolo (Mhongo & Budlender, 2012; Moore & 

Govender, 2013; Rudwick & Posel, 2014), these less formal arrangements are generally not 

considered acceptable alternatives.  

Mfecane (2018a) argues that, while many black South Africans observe cultural practices such as 

lobolo, they do so mainly for what can be gained socially from doing so, and not necessarily out 

of a sense of commitment to gender accountability. He adds that “gender today, although it is 

achieved in conformity with African ‘traditional’ social structures, is seen primarily as an 

individual accomplishment”. Mfecane (2018b) explains that some men may participate in 
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ulwaluko or lobolo not because they are committed to the establishment of an independent 

household, being rooted in the community, and rebuilding their fathers homestead; instead, many 

men now are more interested in the social privileges that come with participating in the rituals such 

as “marriage, respect from women, and unrestricted access to food, meat, alcohol, and sex” (p. 

24). In other words, lobolo can act as an apparatus for accessing such gains as respectability, 

belonging, and cultural legitimacy. In the example below, Lethabo (37), a married woman from 

Johannesburg, describes lobolo as the necessary channel through which one can/ establish an 

acceptable relationship:  

We decided that whatever they want, we will just give them because we wanted to get 

married and we know you can’t get married without eh without going through with lobolo 

it’s, it’s kind of, I don’t know. In our African culture, it’s kind of unheard of to just, of 

course, people do it. People do vat en sit [cohabit] and whatever but it feels a bit 

disrespectful that okay you just decided to walk out of your home and go and live with some 

man and he hasn’t even shown himself to your family, you know that type of thing. We 

didn’t want to do that.  

This statement from Lethabo shows that, for her, lobolo is seen as a means to an end. By stating 

that they could not get married without going through lobolo, Lethabo refers to the cultural validity 

of her marriage rather than to lobolo being a prerequisite for legal marriage. The significance of 

lobolo in the marriage process is further demonstrated by her likening marriage without lobolo to 

“vat-en-sit”, which is a derogatory term often used to refer to cohabitation. Lethabo mentions that 

she and her partner did not want to cohabit, and she speaks of cohabitation as a disrespectful 

practice. The understanding of lobolo here is as a demonstration of respect for the bride’s family, 

and it is commonly described as a man’s demonstration of respect for his in-laws (see Dlamini, 
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1983; Posel, 1994; Shope, 2006). Yet it appears from the examples in this study that lobolo is 

about the respectability of women. Moreover, it is evident that gaining permission to live with her 

partner can only be possible through the action of the man – the paying of lobolo – which once 

again entrenches the idea of male domination and the juniorisation of women.  

Baloyi (2016, p. 1) argues that informal unions that are not founded on lobolo are a “threat to the 

stability of the African marriages [and families]”, further describing cohabitation as a “threat” to 

African marriage. Although on the rise, cohabitation is not considered an acceptable alternative to 

marriage (Baloyi, 2016; Moore & Govender, 2013; Posel & Rudwick, 2014b; Rudwick & Posel, 

2014). “Vat-en-sit”, as expressed by Lethabo and other participants, is considered to be something 

that is divorced from being an African and is seen as a Western phenomenon. Baloyi (2016) argues 

that cohabitation is symptomatic of moral degeneration in South Africa. However, Baloyi (2016) 

fails to consider the many points that have led to the increase in cohabitation, such as the effects 

of colonialism and Apartheid on the African family. Many of these apartheid policies were 

designed to dismantle the very family structures Baloyi is speaking of through migrant labour (see 

Maqubela, 2016; Ramphele & Richter, 2006). The current state of families and marriages is not a 

moral degeneration as Baloyi (2016) would argue, instead it may be considered as evidence of a 

historical moral degeneration that served to dismantle African families (Kalule-Sabiti, Palamuleni, 

Makiwane & Amateng, 2007).  

The narratives shared by the participants in this study illustrated a desire to form not only what 

may be considered a moral union – marriage unions legally or religiously – but also a desire for 

culturally legitimate marriages. Legitimate marriages are unions that are not only recognised by 
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law, but also by families and communities. In the rest of the chapter, I consider how cultural 

legitimacy affords men and women the privilege to access other forms of social status.  

7.3. Proper weddings and real marriages 

It appears that while lobolo was described as an important custom by most participants, there is 

also a level of uncertainty regarding its function in the formalisation of a union. For example, 

Nthabi (27), from Johannesburg found it difficult to define her marital status. This is how she 

described her relationship:  

Nthabi: I stay with the baby daddy, “husband”, partner whatever you may call it. Partial 

husband? Actually, I don’t know what we are, we have not spoken about it since the lobolo. 

We are just in that we don’t know if we are married or engaged or what space.  

Nthabi’s hesitation with regard to defining her relationship reflects a general uncertainty about the 

function of lobolo. She mentions that they have not discussed the status of their relationship since 

lobolo, implying that is up to the couple to define their marital status following lobolo. While 

lobolo is recognised under the RCMA, as part of formalising marriage in accordance with 

customary law, most of the participants did not explicitly mention that they were or intended to be 

in customary marriages. For some lobolo is insufficient as a proper wedding but necessary for the 

establishment of real marriages.  

By real marriages, I refer to participants’ reference to marriages that are recognised by both sides 

of the family, through the offering and receiving of lobolo. These are juxtaposed with marriages 

where the couple would have a church ceremony. While the white wedding was not recognised by 
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all as sufficient on its own, it was constructed as a proper wedding. It was recognised as an event 

that demonstrated that a couple was officially married  

Aviwe (42), a female from Johannesburg, narrates that after the lobolo and all the activities 

associated with lobolo, there was an expectation for her to have a “proper wedding”:  

Aviwe: So, after that day, the lobolo and all the traditional stuff his cousin called me and 

said: we have seen the pictures, so you had a wedding without us. Now you must have a 

proper wedding so we can all come. 

While Aviwe does not elaborate on what a “proper wedding” is, it can be assumed that a proper 

wedding would be a grand party such as a white wedding and not the “traditional stuff”. It is 

common for black people to have multiple wedding ceremonies (Erlank, 2014; Mupotsa, 2014, 

2015b). The differentiation between the so-called white wedding and the so-called traditional 

wedding was evident in most of the narratives. While most participants mentioned these different 

ceremonies for formalising their unions, the role and purpose of the different events varied across 

the narratives. Lobolo and the events related to it were considered a significant aspect of the 

matrimonial process, yet the narratives below illustrate the wide range of different meanings 

attached to lobolo.  

Khaya from Cape Town made the distinction between a Xhosa wedding and a western wedding, 

in a response to my question about events following the lobolo:  

Khaya: Yes, we still have to have a wedding. Perhaps for you, a real wedding is with a 

white dress. But for us, the real wedding is the Xhosa wedding. That is the part where they 
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are now expected to use the lobola money to buy gifts for my wife, for our home. Once that 

is done, we can say you are married.  

The ceremony described by Khaya as the Xhosa wedding is what other participants described as 

the final step of the lobolo process, discussed in chapter 5 as ukwendiswa. This is what has come 

to be known as the traditional wedding and in some cases functions as an addition to the white 

wedding, rather than as a separate event. Mbunyuza-Memani (2018), reflecting on the Mzansi 

Magic show Our Perfect Wedding, notes how the so-called traditional wedding which is often 

shown in the second segment of each episode, is hardly given adequate screen time. He adds “[t]he 

word ‘traditional’ is mentioned as a bridge between scenes. That is, between the white wedding 

and the final segment of the show” (Mbunyuza-Memani, 2018, p. 35). In this way, the traditional 

wedding and the customs associated with it, such as lobolo, are presented as inferior events in the 

matrimonial customs. 

Khaya mentions that the white wedding is regarded as a real wedding by some people. In so doing, 

Khaya distances himself from the ways in which the white wedding has become more dominant 

than what is called traditional weddings. Khaya states that when the customary ceremonies have 

been completed, then the couple is married. This is also echoed by other participants who, like 

Khaya, expressed that they were married even though they had not formally registered their 

marriages. Lucky mentioned that he believed that lobolo was sufficient as a matrimonial custom:  

Lucky: … the white wedding was for my wife. I was satisfied with just the lobolo. After the 

lobolo, I considered her my wife, after the lobolo that is when I started sleeping with her, 

but she wanted the white wedding. 
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Lucky states that he and his wife had different opinions with regards to which custom signified 

that they were married. For example, according to Lucky lobolo is the transition while for his wife 

this was marked by the white wedding. Saying that the white wedding was so significant for his 

wife confirms the commonly held notion that the wedding is for the bride (Kimport, 2012; 

Mupotsa, 2015a, 2015b) and the marriage is for the man. According to Lucky, once he considered 

himself to be married, he permitted himself to have sex with her, even though she did not recognise 

that they were married or particularly wanted to have a wedding. Lucky’s construction of lobolo 

as a matrimonial custom implies that lobolo allows access to such sexual privileges that are limited 

to married couples.  

Other participants did not regard lobolo as the establishment of a marriage, but rather a custom 

that is completed in the process of getting married. Mandla, a male participant from Johannesburg, 

responded when I asked him if he was married since he referred to his partner as his wife 

throughout the interview:  

Mandla: No! No! we are not married yet. The lobolo was for her and her family. For me, 

we will be married once we exchange rings, for my wife to be a Mrs, for us to walk down 

the aisle you see. Then we will be officially married. 

Mandla explains that he did not consider himself to be married, because they had not completed 

the necessary steps for a real marriage. It appears that Mandla constructs marriage within a western 

framework, as illustrated by his reference to western customs such as walking down the aisle and 

the exchange of rings (Monger, 2004; Singh, 2018). Mandla also refers to the idea of marriage as 
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a transformation for women, symbolised by the change from Ms/Miss to Mrs. and mentions that, 

unless they perform the other customs beyond lobolo, his partner will not become a Mrs.  

Even though Mandla does not recognise lobolo as marriage, he refers to his partner as his wife to 

demarcate their roles in the home in which they are living together. Throughout his narrative, 

Mandla relies on the heteropatriarchal norms embedded within lobolo to position himself and his 

partner in the narrative. Miller and Sassler (2012) state that heterosexual married couples tend to 

conform to gender norms when it comes to how the housework is divided. Therefore, even though 

Mandla does not consider himself to be married, the living arrangement he sets up with his partner 

is like that of married couples, roles that he sometimes draws on to justify some of his actions.  

Koketso also speaks about the role of lobolo in the formalisation of the relationship. She adds that, 

for her, the customary practice of lobolo did not serve as the establishment of marriage.  

After mahadi [lobolo] there were suggestions of us living together but for me, that was out 

of the question. For me, mahadi was an engagement and not a wedding. I wanted to be in 

a white gown, I’ve always wanted one. I wanted to get married in a church because I am 

a Christian and I believe that marriage is about coming together with God in the centre of 

it. It was important to do mahadi, but also this was as equally important. I mean some of 

his family members challenged us saying why do you want to have a white wedding, cos 

you [are] now married after mahadi. But that is not what we wanted as a couple, we wanted 

to have a white wedding.  

Koketso makes a distinction between lobolo and what she refers to as the “wedding”, which would 

allow them to live together. Even though she states that the lobolo was as important as the Christian 

ceremony, the above suggests that for her there was a greater significance in the Christian 
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ceremony. This is exemplified by her lack of elaboration on what the significance of lobolo was, 

as she has with the Christian ceremonies. Perhaps for Koketso, the white wedding had personal 

significance. She mentioned the desire to be in a white gown, while lobolo was regarded as more 

important for the families. The emphasis on the white wedding, while it may be linked to her 

religious beliefs, also reflects a historical misrecognition of customary marriages as legitimate 

marriages (see Mupotsa, 2014; Posel, 1994). The perceived illegitimacy of customary marriages 

means the associated processes are also seen as illegitimate and can only be legitimised through 

engaging in the western white wedding in addition to the customary ceremonies. 

The white wedding, like the lobolo theatricals, reinforces lobola as a platform for the performance 

of heteronormativity (Fairchild, 2014; Kimport, 2012; Mupotsa, 2015b). Mupotsa (2015b, p. 100) 

argues that the Western marriage proposal and engagement ring as a symbol of romance can be 

traced to “ways in which race ideologically works in producing the wedding tradition itself”. She 

adds that the white wedding, including the engagement (diamond) ring, were markers of 

civilisation and the attainment of modernity amongst black couples in the metropolitan areas. 

James (2017, p. 1) explored the association of marriage with the status of “South Africa’s new 

black middle class”, asserting that marriage, through the ability to meet the lobolo obligations as 

well as the costs of the weddings, is an expression of mobility towards the middle class. The white 

wedding is not a mere ceremony but may also be a demonstration of status and upward social 

mobility (Erlank, 2014; James, 2017; Van Dijk, 2010, 2017). While these festivities, as illustrated 

in the examples, were considered to be elements necessary for proper weddings, they were 

nevertheless regarded as insufficient on their own to constitute real marriages.  
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Mupotsa (2015b) notes that the discourse of the big day constructs the bride as a celebrity for the 

day, in which she performs this role through various entertainment rituals that focus the gaze on 

her. This idea of the wedding day being about the bride was reflected also in Lucky’s narrative 

above who also draws on this notion of the white wedding as being about the bride when he 

explains why he had a white wedding when he believed that lobolo was sufficient for formalizing 

the marriage. Jabulile reflects on the financial implications of having multiple ceremonies:  

Jabulile: I had your modern wedding, at a venue, a private venue, very expensive wedding, 

you know. You want the day to be beautiful and a month later you are starting to fight 

because I think also, it’s only now I look back, I think we did not give ourselves enough 

chance, after lobola you know. After the lobola you need to breathe a bit, you know, but 

after the negotiations were concluded, we had lunch and then my mother told them we want 

an actual wedding, a white wedding. 

Jabulile also constructs the white wedding as the actual wedding. She comments on the fact that 

the cost of the white wedding can have a stressful effect on the marriage. Jabulile reflects on the 

desire for the white wedding to be a “beautiful” day, a discourse that is not often associated with 

customary ceremonies. Mupotsa (2015b, p. 185) notes that the association of the white wedding 

with beauty may be extended to notions of freedom which may be expressed as romance and 

choice, whereas other customs such as the traditional union are associated with “the past, the 

communal and unfreedoms”. At the centre of the white wedding is the couple, particularly the 

bride. The moment of being or becoming a bride is seen as the epitome of feminine beauty and 

sexuality. However, being a bride is a temporal embodiment of this ideal feminine identity, 

because one is a bride only for that “big day” (Mupotsa, 2015a). 



210 

Perhaps it is this idea of the fleeting perfect moment that has contributed to the industry that creates 

elaborate and costly weddings (Arend, 2016; Carter & Duncan, 2017). For black brides, this is 

exacerbated by the fact that the images of the perfect day and the perfect bride are generally 

associated with white femininities (Mbunyza-Memani, 2018; Mupotsa, 2015a). It can be noted 

that the black brides assimilate white femininities through the embodiment of white beauty 

standards such as having synthetic straight hair on their wedding day. Even though some 

participants argued that the white wedding is just a big party to celebrate the marriage, the time 

invested in it and the finances dedicated to it suggest that the white wedding is perhaps more 

significant to many women than they acknowledge. 

7.4 Becoming husbands and wives 

Marriage customs, including lobolo, have received a great deal of attention and are generally 

understood as a transformative process. For instance, the (white) wedding is seen as a rite of 

passage for girls into womanhood (Bambacas, 2002; Mupotsa, 2015b). The focus in the existing 

literature has been on how marriage customs are symbolic of the transition from girlhood to 

womanhood and wifehood. This focus is exemplified by the fascination with the bridal image (the 

dress, the hair, the demure mannerisms), as well as women’s decision about whether to change 

their surnames or not (Singh, 2018; Twenge, 1997). The fascination with the notion of “maiden” 

surnames within an African context is rather peculiar, given that the phenomenon of changing 

surnames is a result of the western influence on Africa (Sheilk, 2014). Scholars have linked 

women’s loss of identity to the changing of their surnames when they get married (Boxer & 

Gritsenko, 2005; Hoffnung, 2006; Singh, 2018; Twenge, 1997). Kunene (1995) explains that this 

recognition of women’s identity has always been a part of African norms, referring specifically to 
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Nguni people. Kunene (1995) adds that even if a woman is married her surname did not change, 

it was only her children who would carry their father’s surname as they belong to the father, and 

she to her own people.  

This notion that the changing of surnames was a western practice was mentioned by several 

participants but more explicitly expressed by Sibusiso, a married man from Johannesburg who 

argued that the African concept of marriage does perpetuate the erasure of women’s identity 

Sibusiso: You know this thing of the surname change came with the West. Like the double-

barrel thing Madikizela-Mandela. My mother for example she Ma Mchunu. That is her 

maiden surname and that is what everyone calls her. Her surname does not die. Ya, the 

papers have something else but that’s for insurances (laughs), that’s not her. It is this white 

system that came and changed everything. Like when you are married you must now 

change your surname. In isiZulu, we don’t have Mam So and So we have Ma So and So. 

Let me explain. Imagine my brothers and I out without wives and someone calls Mam 

Madondo, which one? Imagine if you are in a polygamous marriage and all your wives are 

Mam Madondo, what confusion. Instead, people remain Ma Zondo, Ma Dlamini, Ma 

Mbatha and so on, even if they are all married to me. Let’s stop letting white people confuse 

us with their traditions. 

Sibusiso argues that the western influence has confused how people understand African marriage, 

in which a women’s sense of identity dies through the assumption of her husband surname. He 

references the use of the term “Mam So” to refer to a married woman, where the Mam is supposed 

to translate to Mrs Sibusiso goes on to explain that in Isizulu there is no Mam’ meaning that there 

is no such thing as a Mrs which he explains is a title with legal significance but not culturally 

recognised. Robnett, Wetheimer and Tenebaum, (2018) state that women in western communities 

may be compelled to adopt their husbands’ surname as the deviation from this norm may be 
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regarded as a lack of commitment to the marriage. For women in Africa, in which customary 

marriages were regarded as invalid and sometimes even immoral (Possel, 1994; Sheik, 2014), it 

was important (socially and legally) for marriage to conform to western customary practices of 

marriage certificates and even the changing of surnames (Hungwe, 2006).  

While Sibusiso implies a more egalitarian construction of marriage, his argument suggests that 

women’s social identities are limited to their surnames. He fails to recognise that even though 

women may retain their identity by keeping their surname, women’s lives in marriage often get 

subsumed into their husbands' lives and their identity attached to his and his children. In this way, 

Sibusiso only speaks to the tertiary issues of how marriage through lobolo position women and 

how that impacts on the micro-interactions between men and women.  

The second point that can be lifted from Sibusiso’s quote is the differences between cultural and 

legal recognition of the marriage customs. Other participants alluded to similar tensions when 

talking about the ceremonies they would have in formalising their union. Participants in this study 

distinguished between lobolo processes and the wedding itself, stating that both lobolo and the 

wedding served important functions in the journey of becoming husbands and wives. The white 

wedding is often described as the proper wedding and was frequently presented as a marker of 

having completed all the requirements to be considered married. This was exemplified by the fact 

that some participants had not registered their marriages (even though they had met all 

requirements under the customary marriages act) because they were still trying to accumulate 

money for the white wedding, which was in some narratives presented as a prerequisite for civil 

marriages.  
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Despite the perceived significance of the white wedding or the church ceremonies, most 

participants expressed that a marriage that was not established through lobolo is not a real 

marriage. Even if the marriage is legally valid it cannot be considered a legitimate marriage. In the 

rest of this chapter, I examine how this construction of lobolo as a legitimising practice also serves 

to legitimise some gendered positions. I will focus on two of these roles, namely the position of a 

makoti and the position of a father, as they were the most frequently mentioned across the 

narratives. 

I argue that lobolo affords those who participate in it a sense of cultural legitimacy, through the 

roles that are assumed and adopted through participation. In the first section titled “Brides, wives 

and abomakoti” I discuss the gendered positions that reflect the evolution of becoming brides, then 

wives and makotis through lobolo. Each of these positions represents a range of constructions of 

a feminine ideal. In the second section titled “Husbands and fathers”, I discuss the roles that men 

assume through participating in lobolo.  

7.4.1 Brides, wives and abomakoti. The terms brides, wives, and abomakoti refer to the 

various stages in the evolution of the feminine subject during the matrimonial process. The bride 

is a temporary position, an image of idealised femininity (Mupotsa, 2014, 2015b), central to the 

matrimonial event. The bride in the lobolo process appears docile, she is spoken for in the 

negotiations, she is trained and made into what a man needs – a wife. Brides, on the other hand, 

are representations of idealised femininities – be it a perception of the beauty and purity of the 

white dress and veil in a traditional white wedding, or in discussions of women’s possible 

reproductive labour in lobolo. Wives can be considered the embodiment of these idealised 
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feminine attributes and behaviour patterns. Throughout this thesis, I have discussed the 

construction of femininities in relation to being a bride (chapter 5) and becoming a wife (chapter 

6). I have argued that lobolo is embedded in heteronormativity and that it perpetuates femininities 

in the persons of brides and wives. In this section, I will focus on the construct of becoming and 

being a makoti. While the term makoti can be translated as bride or daughter-in-law, the term has 

a much richer meaning. I refer here to a woman’s position as a makoti, as one that comes with 

having gone through lobolo. Below Jabulani (36), a male from Cape Town, describes some of the 

dos and don’ts of what he referred to as an umfazi, which can be translated to mean woman or 

wife: 

Jabulani: When you agree to have lobolo paid for you, you agree to move from one stage 

to the next. Us Xhosa people, I cannot speak for others but for us, a wife does not have side 

relationships with men. A wife must not have spent all night at a tavern drinking alcohol. 

A wife does not meet up with all sorts of men. A wife goes to church. A wife does not have 

friends that are girls. By girls I mean women who are not married. Just like a man has no 

business talking to boys who are occupied with matters of dating, a wife also has no 

business talking to women who are not married. What does she have in common with girls?  

While Jabulani suggests that these dos and don’ts are for a Xhosa wife, these seem to be part of 

more general sets of expectations for how women are expected to conduct themselves. For 

example, he refers to the kinds of relationships married women can have, the places they can and 

cannot frequent. Jabulani states that a married woman cannot be friends with girls. The notion that 

lobolo is a rite of passage into adulthood was a common one in most of the narratives, as discussed 

in the previous sections. Jabulani’s statements regarding how wives are supposed to act in public 

can be interpreted through what we know to be considered desirable feminine behaviour. For 
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example, having multiple romantic or sexual relationships is considered more acceptable for men 

(Hunter, 2005) than for women. The same can be said about alcohol consumption, it is more 

acceptable for men than for women to drink.  

There is a long history of attaching a moral judgement to women who consume alcohol (see De 

Visser & McDonnell, 2012; Lyons & Willot, 2008). Alcohol consumption is, on the other hand, 

often considered to be acceptable for men, and even a marker of masculinity (Dumbili, 2016; Rich, 

Nkosi & Morojele, 2015). Holloway, Valentine and Jayne (2009) note that due to fear of judgement 

some women confine their alcohol consumption to their homes while men consume alcohol in 

public spaces. 

Koketso below suggests that being a wife is not only about public appearances but also a personal 

transformation which she states is a sacrificial transformation.  

Koketso: I think as women we sacrifice our lives. After your family receives the lobolo and 

you get married, you let go of your identity you have been raised with. You take on a new 

identity. You know. I also like Christmas at home with my mom’s food. I sacrificed that. I 

spend the holidays with people I didn’t grow up with, they have a different culture they do 

things I don’t understand, some crazy things I must now understand cos they have paid 

lobolo for me.  

According to Koketso, becoming a wife is less a process of learning to follow a list of dos and 

don’ts, but rather it is a transformation of one’s identity. She maintains that this transformation is 

only expected of women. It is not intended for both men and women, as Jabulani also confirmed. 

However, unlike Jabulani who speaks to the public performance of being a wife, Koketso speaks 

of the private performances of being a wife. In this example, she draws on the understanding that 
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lobolo is not about the couple but about the “joining” of the families where she positions herself 

as a makoti to be the bridge between the two families. 

While Koketso and others spoke of being a makoti as a sacrificial position, the examples below 

suggest that being a makoti speaks more to belonging than being a “Mrs”. The title Mrs is a 

reference to being legally married, where makoti is a culturally recognised position that comes 

with the establishment of marriage through lobolo (Harding, 2016). Below Mapaseka and Ma 

Ngozi explain the significance of lobolo in securing one’s position in the family as a proper wife: 

Mapaseka: I know today we don’t understand this lobolo thing you know, it seems like it is 

not necessary, but that can be dangerous in that sometimes you will say, “I don’t want my 

husband to pay lobola” and then he doesn’t pay lobola and then the family doesn’t 

recognize you as the wife, as the proper wife. And you know us young people now, we have 

our education, our feminist whatnots and we decide we go to home affairs we sign. We’re 

married and then the family doesn’t even know but you have a marriage certificate. And 

then the family will say, we don’t know you because we didn’t pay lobola for you 

Mapaseka explains that there are ways of formalising one’s marriage, which, although legal, may 

not be regarded as legitimate, and which may result in challenges for the women in their marriages. 

Mapaseka also suggests that the decision not to participate in lobolo is influenced by a lack of 

understanding of the practice, as well as by the adoption of what she regards as “liberal” stances 

such as feminism. This judgment can be linked to the assumption that feminism is divorced from 

Africa and inherently contradictory to the ways and customs of Africa (Arndt, 2002). From an 

African-centred perspective, I can see how an understanding of belonging that is based on the 

connection with others, would render a marriage agreement between two people witnessed by 
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strangers as an illegitimate marriage. What is important to note is how Mapaseka implies that it 

will be women who face the repercussions that might follow from an unrecognised marriage. This 

was evident in some of the other narratives from men and women. Here is an example from one 

of the narratives by Ma Ngozi: 

Ma Ngozi: Another thing that makes lobolo important is that it secures you as a real 

makoti. If a man didn’t pay lobolo and your family doesn’t do iduli, he is in his rights to 

leave you and marry someone else. But if all that is done all the people in the village will 

stand up for you. Onozakuzaku (negotiators) will call him to order. They will say “yey, 

don’t embarrass us. You sent us to get you a wife, here she is. So, what are you doing with 

this one? Go back to your wife”. He might say, as a sign of respect to his fathers, “no I 

was not leaving her; we just had a misunderstanding that’s all” and then you stay in your 

home like that. 

Ma Ngozi describes lobolo as a protective custom, which can also be linked to the discourse of 

lobolo as a demonstration of a man’s commitment. In this case, Ma Ndima emphasises the family’s 

recognition of the marriage as a protective factor. Ma Ndima suggests lobolo is not between two 

people but between two families, the process itself stands as a testament to the legitimacy of the 

marriage. The narratives above suggest that the status of a makoti is a recognition of the marriage 

by the family, even if the marriage is not legally registered. The concept of the makoti further 

demonstrates how an African-centred narrative approach allows for a more nuanced discussion of 

the constructions of femininities through lobolo. By thinking through narrative, I was able to 

consider how feminine subjects are constructed and constantly evolving (from brides to wives and 

makoti) through the process of lobolo. The position of makoti offers accesses to cultural 

legitimacy, respectability, belonging and security (specifically for women). This finding is 
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consistent with what has been noted by other scholars (see Mwatsiya, 2019; Van der Watt, 2015), 

regarding lobolo as giving access to respectability. In the next section, I focus on how masculinities 

are constructed in lobolo and how men use lobolo to access particular social privileges.  

7.4.2 Grooms, husbands, and fathers. Marriage, in the Christian or legal sense, is not 

generally seen as a transformative process for men. As discussed already, the focus is 

predominantly on women’s transformation. In this thesis, I have argued that lobolo as a marriage 

custom acts as a transformative process for both men and women. Through lobolo men are afforded 

more respectable positions within patriarchal societies. While this sense of respectability is not 

limited to marriages that are contracted through lobolo, it does appear to be more pronounced 

within the practice of lobolo.  

I have argued that in fact men, like women, are shaped through marriage and lobolo, through being 

positioned as grooms and husbands. In chapter 5, I showed how men negotiate masculinities 

through the processes around lobolo. As grooms, men occupy various roles such as husband-to-be 

and son-in-law. In chapter 6 I argued that masculinities (at least hegemonic masculinities) are 

presented as more stable and unchanging than are femininities. In other words, men do not need 

constant socialisation or induction into their various roles and are not in a process of becoming 

like women are seen to be. It appears as though what it means to be a man, a husband or a father 

is based on the ability to provide and protect. In the example below, Sandile reflects on his 

experiences of becoming a husband: 

Sandile: I think I lost a friend in the process, because before this whole thing we were fond 

of each other. We would kiss and hug each other, go to movies. You know besides the sexual 
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chemistry we liked each other. But after the lobolo, I was not good enough. She wanted 

more from me as a man. As a husband, I had to put something more on the table. It was 

like we were business partners in this thing. I remember she once asked me “dude what 

are you bringing to the table really, your plate is empty, and my plate is full”. That really 

broke me, that just broke us.  

Sandile describes his journey to becoming a husband through lobolo as an unpleasant one, due to 

the increased demands placed on him as a result of being a husband. He mentions that by going 

through lobolo, he was somehow transformed into someone who was not good enough for his 

partner. Considering that lobolo is generally regarded as a demonstration of financial 

comfortability and the ability to financially support the family, it is unsurprising that following 

lobolo there was an expectation from the former partner that he would put more on the table. 

According to James (2017), the continued financial pressure placed on men through lobolo and 

during the early stages of marriage can lead to negative experiences of marriage. For Sandile this 

was expressed as feeling like his relationship was reduced to a business arrangement.  

The roles of being a husband and father appear to be embedded within the hegemonic construction 

of manhood and based on the provider and protector discourse. In other words, men as husbands 

and fathers are often expected to perform two roles: to provide and to protect. As mentioned in 

previous chapters, lobolo acts as an apparatus for the perpetuation of these discourses. In this 

section, I have not focused on the expectation placed on men in their roles as fathers. Instead, I 

explore how lobolo may be used as access to fatherhood. That’s to say lobolo allows men to have 

legitimate access to their children as was asserted by Jeffreys (1951) who asserts that lobolo is a 

guarantee of access to children that will be born in the marriage.  
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In the example below, Thandeka explains the role of lobolo as a way to access fatherhood. She 

explains that, even though her uncle was legally married, her family did not recognise him as a 

legitimate husband:  

Thandeka: I have an Aunt. Her husband didn’t pay any lobolo, they just got married in 

church. That man gets no respect, like no recognition 

Refiloe: From whom? 

Thandeka: Form our family. For example, when my cousin got married, he was not invited 

to the lobolo negotiations. This is my aunt’s husband; he raised this girl, but he was not 

part of the lobolo negotiations. The family argued how will he know what to do, how will 

he know how to set a price when he couldn’t do the same for his own wife?  

Because lobolo legitimises marriages, couples who choose to forgo the lobolo route may be 

considered unmarried and may face similar condemnation as a cohabiting couple. In this case, 

Thandeka mentions that her uncle was not allowed to be part of his daughter’s lobolo proceedings 

because he was not recognised to be married. This notion exemplifies the saying “ngawan ke wa 

dikgomo” which can be translated as saying the children belong to the cattle paid in the form of 

lobolo or intlawulo. This means that a father can make a claim to his children only after the lobolo 

has been paid. If the lobolo is paid by another man who is not the biological father the children 

will belong to him (Lesejane, 2006). In this way, lobolo not only legitimises the marriage but also 

legitimises fatherhood, by affording men rights to their children (Hofferth & Anderson, 2003). 

Mandla reflects on the dangers of linking lobolo to fatherhood, by explaining that marriage and 

family units can be established independently of lobolo: 
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Mandla: Lobolo is expensive and discourages young people from getting married. If you 

look at the stats, young black couples are not getting married and having children. What 

is the difference? Lobolo. I mean you cannot deny nature. You want to have sex, have 

children, be fulfilled, but you don’t have the means to create an environment to do so. 

Because marriage is just that, it’s an environment to control and to make sure these people 

grow up in a stable environment. So, we must consider all these things when we think of 

setting the lobolo too high. We are sending these young boys to have children everywhere.  

Mandla links lobolo to the problem of absent fathers by stating that if young couples are expected 

to pay a high lobolo, then they are most likely not going to get married. As a result, women are 

left with children while men go on to have children elsewhere. By linking the high price of lobolo 

to the single motherhood, Mandla implies that perhaps lobolo in its current form, as an expensive 

custom, has no place in contemporary society where black men are less likely to be employed and 

those who are employed are usually casual labourers (Malinga, 2015). Therefore, men who are 

unable to pay lobolo may be relegated to the social position Hunter (2005) referred to as isoka 

lamyanla, which can be defined as a man who has romantic relationships with women and has no 

desire to marry them.  

7.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has argued that the function of lobolo is to act as a set of legitimising practices. I 

considered the role of lobolo in the formalisation of marriage and its role beyond the legalising of 

marriage. Even though lobolo is not a prerequisite of the legal registration of marriage, it was 

shown that it is a necessary custom for culturally legitimate marriage and is regarded as doing the 

right thing and doing things right. By thinking about doing the right thing, some participants 
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mentioned that it was important to be married. Doing things right then includes participating in 

lobolo, as a step towards getting married.  

The distinction between real marriages and proper marriages lends itself to the construction of 

particular gender positions. While marriage was recognised as a means of doing the right thing, 

lobolo affords men and women the cultural legitimation that allows them to access particular 

gendered positions within the family. For example, through lobolo, women can be recognised to 

be a makoti, which is an affirmation of belonging to the family. Likewise, men who have paid 

lobolo are also afforded recognition as a father. Participants reflected that these are significant 

factors to consider when one is getting married. I have demonstrated here that lobolo is not only a 

gendered and gendering custom through which men and women exercise power, but also outlined 

the power of lobolo as an institution through which the constructions and enactments of gender 

are validated.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

This study set out to investigate how gender is constructed, negotiated and enacted through the 

customary practice of lobolo. I sought to understand how lobolo can be a gendered and gendering 

practice. To do this I employed an African-centred feminist approach to narrative enquiry. I 

explored, through the narratives of men and women who have participated in lobolo, how gender 

is constructed through the practice of lobolo, and how men and women take up particular positions 

that enable them to exercise power in the interactions that occur within the customary practice of 

lobolo. This aim was met by answering questions related to (i) How do women and men who have 

participated in lobolo, narrate their position in the process of lobolo? (ii) How do men and women 

use lobolo as an apparatus for constructing or negotiating hegemonic masculinities and 

femininities? (iii) How does lobolo serve to legitimise particular gendered relationships and the 

positions assume in those relationships? 

I employed a narrative enquiry approach to explore how, in making meaning of their experiences 

in lobolo, men and women position themselves in relation to other actors in their narratives. I 

interviewed 27 men and women from Johannesburg and Cape Town. I employed a discursive 

narrative analysis which allowed me to explore the content of narratives and the meanings implied 

in the narratives. Discursive narrative analysis allowed me to explore how the individual narrative 

speaks to the broader narrative of lobolo and how the individuals draw on broader gender 

discourses to position themselves and others within the narrative.  

The findings of this study outlined in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 illustrated that the customary practice of 

lobolo is a gendered and a gendering practice. In other words, as discussed in chapter 6 and 7, the 
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customary practice of lobolo sets the platform for the performance of gender but also serves as an 

apparatus for reinscribing heteronormative gender norms through the meaning attached to 

participating in lobolo. Additionally, lobolo acts as a legitimizing practice, not only legitimizing 

marriages but also the positions people adopt in the marriages.  

In chapter 5 I argued that the various activities during the lobolo process which I refer to as the 

lobolo theatricals are part of the lobolo scripts. The lobolo script outlines the lobolo procedures, 

as well as how parties to the lobolo processes are expected to act. In this chapter, I attempted to 

show how the lobolo scripts are embedded within heteronormative ideology. While men were 

presented as central to the lobolo process, the findings show that women play a great role in the 

lobolo process.  

African-centred feminism was useful in allowing me to consider how power might be exercised 

through lobolo. Lobolo has been shown to be a male-orientated practice in which women have 

little agency. The findings of this study showed that, while most participants spoke about lobolo 

being a male-dominated practice, it was evident in the narratives that women were very much 

involved in various ways throughout the lobolo process. The marginalisation of women in the 

narratives about lobolo serves to maintain the patriarchal norm of men as leaders, which may have 

also contributed to the discourse of lobolo as the trading of women for wealth in which women are 

presented as passive participants. This is demonstrated in this thesis not to be the case. 

African-centred feminism allowed me to explore how power functions between men and women, 

as well as amongst men and women across generational lines. In the narrative of participating in 

lobolo, there was a common construction of the bride and groom as children within the lobolo 
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process, although this was generally used to refer to the bride during the lobolo negotiations. While 

the construction of the bride and groom as children may be to emphasise that lobolo is a 

commitment that transcends their commitment to one another, most participants, especially males, 

expressed that because they felt helpless with regards to the decisions made to through the lobolo 

process. Even though female participants seemed to embrace their positioning as children in the 

process, they were expressed that they believed it was their responsibility to get involved in the 

decision making, even if their involvement is not too explicit.  

By thinking through the lobolo theatricals as enactments of gender and power through African-

centred feminism, I was able to demonstrate that lobolo is marked with multiple negotiations rather 

than the single monetary set of negotiations that have become the single focus of the lobolo 

practice. The different negotiations in the stages of lobolo allow for the establishment of gender 

hierarchies. For example, the activities associated with the arrival of the groom’s representatives 

(often male) establishes the dominance of the bride’s representatives. 

Chapter 6 focused on the construction of gender in the lobolo process. In this chapter, I discussed 

how men and women in their narratives take up, challenge or reject particular gendered discourse 

in narrating what lobolo is. I focus this discussion on the meanings attached to what lobolo is. By 

exploring how lobolo is defined, I was able to show how meaning attached to the participation in 

lobolo re-inscribes the particular gendered norms. The definition of lobolo, articulated as “lobolo 

is…” demonstrates how femininities and masculinities are constructed through lobolo. For 

instances, the construction of lobolo as a token of appreciation reinforces the view of women as 

minors under the guardianship of their parents, who are rewarded or thanked for raising their 
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daughter well. Because this gesture is not reciprocated by the bride’s family, this sets up a 

hierarchical relationship between bride and groom, which female participant described as 

burdensome.  

It appears that the lobolo process foreshadows the position of men and women in their relationship 

following the lobolo process. Because men are responsible for the provision of lobolo during the 

lobolo process, it appears that even within the marriage, the most notable expectation is for men 

to provide financially in the marriage. This can be seen in how male participants spoke about the 

need to find partners who would assist them in growing their wealth.  

There were many references to women having to fulfil such domestic duties which are emphasised 

in the lobolo negotiations. What I observed to be more interesting, however, was how women’s 

roles as “helpers” in the lobolo negotiations, in other words, their role in the background, can be 

seen in how women and men spoke about women’s role in the marriage as a helping one. In these 

narratives, it appears clear that many women may have roles outside their homes and marriages. 

Instead, both men and women in this study suggested that after marriage, women’s lives are 

subsumed into their husbands’ lives and their husbands’ goals, thus becoming the “good woman” 

who might help him realize his dreams.  

In this chapter, I also look at how lobolo is constructed as a redeeming custom. By redeeming 

custom, I refer to how participants spoke about lobolo as an opportunity for women and men to 

either realise or retain desirable feminine or masculine positions. When it comes to femininities, 

lobolo was constructed as a redeeming custom for women, who might have had children outside 

of marriage. Lobolo was described as an apparatus for redeeming women from what might be 
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considered a shameful position. However, because men do not experience as much shame as 

women do for having children before marriage, lobolo as a redeeming custom was related to men’s 

role as providers. Participants, women as well as men, implied that once a man has paid lobolo, 

his position as the patriarch is established because he has demonstrated his ability to provide 

resources. It was suggested that in the event that a man might not be able to provide for his family, 

having paid lobolo may redeem such a man from the shame of not being able to provide for the 

family. The discourse of lobolo as redeeming custom illustrates how lobolo is embedded within a 

heteropatriarchal ideology. 

Chapter 6 also illustrated how the different articulations of what lobolo is… suggest that lobolo is 

something that is something done by men and happens to women. This can be seen in the 

construction of lobolo as a redeeming custom that serves to validate a women’s sense of wealth. 

The articulation of lobolo as action-oriented speaks to the construction of masculinities as active 

(committing, demonstrating) participants in the process, as can also be seen in men’s active role 

as lobolo negotiators. Although women are active in the lobolo processes, the constructions of 

lobolo suggest that lobolo is something that happened to and through women. For example, lobolo 

was constructed as a custom that affirms, honours and redeems women. While some participants 

suggested this demonstrates that lobolo is a recognition of women’s value, it must be noted that 

this value is dependent on men’s actions. This suggests that men have the power to grant women 

access to desirable feminine positions through the paying of lobolo. This access to desirable 

femininities through lobolo can also be seen in the last chapter, where I discuss the role of lobolo 

as giving access to belonging.  
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In the last analysis chapter, I turn towards how lobolo is constructed in these narratives is presented 

as a legitimizing custom. Lobolo not only serves to legitimize marriage but also serves to legitimize 

a particular position. In this chapter, I sought to illustrate that lobolo is a site for the exercise of 

power but also to demonstrate the power of lobolo as a customary practice. The participants in this 

study mentioned that, while it is important for couples to be legally married, it is also important 

for the marriage to be recognised by the families as a legitimate marriage. Lobolo was described 

as the mechanism that ensures that marriage is recognised as a legitimate relationship. In this way, 

lobolo acts as an inclusion and exclusionary custom, in that people who have participated in lobolo 

are afforded entry into other positions such as becoming a makoti and being a father.  

As discussed in chapter 6, lobolo affords women access to desirable feminine positions such as 

being a makoti, which is about belonging. Being a makoti was recognised as being about a kind of 

belonging that is different from being a wife, who is more about the conjugal relationship. Being 

a makoti speaks to a sense of security that moves beyond legal recognition. For men, the access to 

fatherhood was not described as a sense of belonging, but rather as performing their role as fathers, 

which reiterates how lobolo is a performance of masculinities.  

African-centered feminism has enable me to highlight that power within lobolo are not limited to 

the relationship between men and women. By exploring lobolo from an African centered 

perspective I was able to delineate the legitimising power not only shapes gendered relationships 

but also intergenerational dynamics. In other words, within this framework I was able to show that 

lobolo is not a patriarchal custom that that objectifies women. Lobolo is a system that shapes 

gendered identity and serves to creates multiple hierarchies. 
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What I was able to illustrate is that agency tends to take different formats such as in the case how 

women men negotiate their gendered positions in the interactions throughout. Thus, the theorising 

of gender in customary practices such as in lobolo from an African-centered feminist perspective 

involves considering how masculinities and femininities are constructed within historical and 

contemporary socio-political factors.  
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet  

Ethics clearance reference number:  

Title: Lobolo: an apparatus for the construction, negotiation and enactment of gendered identities 

and power within urban black families. 

Dear Prospective Participant 

My name is Refiloe Euphodia Makama and I am doing research with Kopano Ratele, a Professor 

in the Department of Psychology, towards a PhD at the University of South Africa. We have 

funding from National Research funding for the completion of this study. We are inviting you to 

participate in a study entitled LOBOLO: AN APPARATUS FOR THE CONSTRUCTION, 

NEGOTIATION AND ENACTMENT OF GENDERED IDENTITIES AND POWER WITHIN 

URBAN BLACK FAMILIES.  

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY? 

The purpose of this study is to find out how the custom of lobolo is implicated in the construction 

of particular gendered identities as well as how power operates within the custom of lobolo. 

WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO PARTICIPATE? 

This study aims to recruit a minimum of 30 people over the age of 18 living in urban areas in South 

Africa who have paid lobolo or whom lobolo has been paid for. You are being invited to participate 

in this study to share your experiences of the process involved in the custom of lobolo. 

WHAT IS THE NATURE OF MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY? 

The study involves one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The interviews will be audio recorded. 

You will be asked questions about the events leading up to and including the day of the lobolo 

negotiations and/ or the day of lobolo payments. There will be questions about who was involved 
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and what were their role in the proceedings. It is anticipated that the interview will not take longer 

than an hour enough. 

CAN I WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY EVEN AFTER HAVING AGREED TO 

PARTICIPATE? 

Participating in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to consent to participation. 

If you do decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign 

a written consent form. You are free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. 

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 

While there are no direct individual benefits of participating in this study, your participation in the 

study contributes to an understanding of the practice of lobolo in a contemporary society. 

ARE THEIR ANY NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES FOR ME IF I PARTICIPATE IN THE 

RESEARCH PROJECT? 

While this study does not pose any danger to you the participant, some of the questions asked may 

be intrusive in that they may require you to talk about your relationship with your partner and your 

extended family members. Whatever you share with me in this study will not be made available to 

anyone outside the research process (myself, my supervisor and the transcribers). Your name or 

any identifying information will not be used in the transcription or any part of the research write 

up.  

WILL THE INFORMATION THAT I CONVEY TO THE RESEARCHER AND MY 

IDENTITY BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? 

Yes, the information will be kept confidential. Your name will not be recorded anywhere and that 

no one, apart from the researcher and identified members of the research team, will know about 
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your involvement in this research. You will be referred to by pseudonym in this way in the data, 

any publications, or other research reporting methods such as conference proceedings  

In the event that your contribution is used for research reports, journal articles and/or conference 

proceedings your contribution or any other participants information will be traceable back to the 

you or any other participant.  

HOW WILL THE RESEARCHER(S) PROTECT THE SECURITY OF DATA? 

Hard copies of your answers will be stored by the researcher for a period of five years in a locked 

cupboard in the researcher’s offices for future research or academic purposes; electronic 

information will be stored on a password protected computer. Future use of the stored data will be 

subject to further Research Ethics Review and approval if applicable. Hard copies will be shredded 

and/or electronic copies will be permanently deleted from the hard drive of the computer through 

the use of a relevant software programme. 

WILL I RECEIVE PAYMENT OR ANY INCENTIVES FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS 

STUDY? 

 You will not receive any payment for participation in the study. 

AS THE STUDY RECEIVED ETHICS APPROVAL? 

This study has received written approval from the Research Ethics Review Committee of the 

College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences, Unisa. A copy of the approval letter can be 

obtained from the researcher if you so wish. 

HOW WILL I BE INFORMED OF THE FINDINGS/RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH? 

If you would like to be informed of the final research findings, please contact Refiloe Makama on 

makama.refiloe225@gmail.com.  

mailto:makama.refiloe225@gmail.com
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Should you require any further information or want to contact the researcher about any aspect of 

this study, please contact Refiloe Makama on makama.refiloe225@gmail.com,  

Should you have concerns about the way in which the research has been conducted, you may 

contact Prof Kopano Ratele on kopano.ratele@mrc.ac.za. Contact the research ethics chairperson 

of the CAES General Ethics Review Committee, Prof EL Kempen on 011-471-2241 or 

kempeel@unisa.ac.za if you have any ethical concerns. 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for participating in this study. 

Refiloe Makama 

 

Appendix C: Consent to participate in this study 

I, __________________ (participant name), confirm that the person asking my consent to take 

part in this research has told me about the nature, procedure, potential benefits and anticipated 

inconvenience of participation.  

• I have read (or had explained to me) and understood the study as explained in the 

information sheet.  

• I have had sufficient opportunity to ask questions and am prepared to participate in the 

study.  

• I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

without penalty (if applicable). 

• I am aware that the findings of this study will be processed into a research report, journal 

publications and/or conference proceedings, but that my participation will be kept 

confidential unless otherwise specified.  

• I agree to the recording of the interview.  

• I have received a signed copy of the informed consent agreement. 

Participant Name & Surname………………………………………… (please print) 

mailto:makama.refiloe225@gmail.com
mailto:kopano.ratele@mrc.ac.za
mailto:kempeel@unisa.ac.za
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Participant Signature……………………………………………. Date………………… 

 

Researcher’s Name & Surname……………………………………… (please print) 

 

Researcher’s signature…………………………………………. Date………………… 
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Appendix D: Confidentiality Agreement 

I, __________________ (transcriber/company name), agree to maintain full confidentiality in 

regard to any and all discussions, audio-recordings and documentation received from the 

researcher, Sipho Dlamini, related to the research study titled “LOBOLO: AN APPARATUS FOR 

THE CONSTRUCTION, NEGOTIATION AND ENACTMENT OF GENDERED 

IDENTITIES AND POWER WITHIN URBAN BLACK FAMILIES.”  

Furthermore, I agree: 

1) To hold in strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may be inadvertently 

revealed during the data collection and any associated documents, transcripts and 

discussions 

2) To not make copies of any audio-recordings, documents, and transcripts, unless 

specifically requested to do so by the Principle investigator (Refiloe Makama). 

3) To store all study-related audio-recordings, notes, transcripts and materials in a safe, secure 

location as long as they are in my possession.  

4) Where applicable, to delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from 

my computer hard-drive and any back-up devices, at the end of the study period.  

I am aware that I can be held legally responsible for any breach of this confidentiality agreement, 

and for any harm incurred by individuals. If I disclose identifiable information from the research 

study, information contained in discussions, research materials, audio-recordings and/or files to 

which I will have access.  

Transcriber’s Name………………………………………… (please print) 

Transcriber’s Signature……………………………………………. Date………………… 
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Researcher’s Name & Surname……………………………………… (please print) 

Researcher’s signature…………………………………………. Date……………… 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Advertisement 
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Appendix F: Participant Information 

 

7 The answers provided by each participant illustrated the complex role of lobolo in the matrimonial process. Some 

people (*) identified as married, even though their union was not legally registered. The two men marked with * 

identified as married because they had paid lobolo. 

 

Pseudonym  Age  Marital 

status7 

Employment status Location  Language  

1. Ntate 51 Married  Community Volunteer  Lehae-JHB Sesotho 

2. Nthabi 27 Uncertain  Temporally employed and 

part time student  

Daveyton-JHB  Tsonga 

3. Eunice 38 Married Stay at home mom Fourways-JHB SePedi 

4. Lethabo 37 Married Researcher and student  Bryanston-JHB Sesotho 

5. Bab’ Dladla 71 Married Pensioner Kwa-Langa-Cape 

Town  

IsiXhosa 

6. Mam’ Dladla 54 Married Unemployed  Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

7. Sandile 41 Single Employed Tsakane IsiZulu 

8. Ma Mbatha 53 Single  Community Activist Zaakariya Park  IsiZulu 

9. Mam’Dolly 56 Married Community Activist  Zaakariya Park  IsiNdebele 

10. Mapaseka 36 Married Stay at home wife  Bryanston SePedi 
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11. Jabulile 44 Divorced Business owner  Fourways  IsiZulu 

12. Nomthandazo 29 Single  Business owner Florida Siswati 

13. Tshepi 33 Married  Researcher Pretoria Setswana 

14. Lebo 32 Married Personal Assistant  Midrand Setswana 

15. Thandeka 35 Married Insurance industry  Randburg  IsiZulu 

16. Mandla 36 Engaged  Unemployed  Florida  Isizulu 

17. Khaya 38 *Married Taxi owner Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

18. Sechaba 32 *Married Taxi driver Kwa-Langa Sesotho 

19. Ma Ndaba 62 Widowed  Pensioner and Home 

business owner 

Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

20. Ma Ngozi 65 Widowed Pensioner  Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

21. Jabulani 36 Married Home business owner  Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

22.  Ma Ndima 67 Widowed  Pensioner and Home 

business owner 

Kwa-Langa IsiXhosa 

23. Sindisiwe  33 Single  Unemployed  Gugulethu IsiZulu 

24. Aviwe  42 Separated  Government employee Kempton Park IsiZulu 

25. Sibusiso 45 Married  Construction company 

owner 

Lyndhurst IsiZulu 

26. Koketso 32 Married Insurance industary  Bramley SePedi 

27. Lucky 37 Married Construction worker Boksburg IsiNdebele 
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Appendix G: Sample Questions  

• What motivated you to participate in this study? 

• Can you tell me about the decision for you and your partner to participate in the custom of 

lobolo? 

• Can you tell me about the events leading to the lobolo negotiations? 

• Can you remember who was so involved in the process and what was their role in the 

process  

• What role did you play during this process? 

• Can you tell me about the events post the day of lobolo? 


