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Abstract   
Izidlalo zabafazi (women’s traditional songs of amaXhosa) were and are still 
used as a platform for amaXhosa women to express, mostly, their unpleasant 
experiences in their marriages and relationships. This article explores the role 
of these songs in helping women to deal with the issues they face. It highlights 
the impact of izidlalo zabafazi in women’s psychosocial health and foregrounds 
izidlalo zabafazi as an accessible indigenous therapy for women. The article is 
underpinned by a dual theoretical framework, namely, the psychoanalytic 
theory, which examines the psychological effects of izidlalo zabafazi on 
amaXhosa women, and the African feminism theory, which emphasises the 
equalisation of power and authority between the sexes and asserts that women 
should not be subservient to men and that they have a voice, even in patriarchal 
societies. Using a textual analysis approach, the article relied on a selection of 
songs from two folklore books, Kusadliwa ngendebendala and Ilifa lethu. The 
findings reveal the songs’ therapeutic effect on women’s psychological well-
being. Therefore, the songs are delineated as highly effective in promoting 
mental recuperation, especially for the adherents of izidlalo zabafazi. Suffice to 
say, izidlalo zabafazi have an impact on the psychological well-being of 
amaXhosa women.  
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Introduction 
Since time immemorial and even before the arrival of white people or colonists in South 
Africa, black people were living in this country and had their lifestyle, culture, socio-
economic system and religion. The question an academic might ask is, “What was that 
life like?” This question arises because of the current unpleasant conditions that people 
live in, especially black people, which are caused by Western-based systems. This 
results in black people largely living a Western lifestyle, which sometimes is not 
accessible to everyone because of lack of affordability. Consequently, the indigenous 
systems of living such as African therapeutic systems, despite being ignored currently 
because of colonisation, remain priceless and accessible at all times of need to 
indigenous peoples. Among such long-standing systems is the oral traditional literature 
of amaXhosa, which was not written down or learnt from the so-called “formal 
education,” but was learnt and passed down orally from one generation to the next 
(Vansina 1985). Singing traditional songs was one of the common oral activities among 
Africans for various reasons.  

African tribes used to use singing as a distinctive way to deal with their challenges, 
including to address mental health issues (Williams 2018). As a result, an African 
woman sings when she is melancholic. Dlepu (2009) adds that amaXhosa, the focus of 
this article, and surrounding tribes in Southern Africa would perform traditional songs 
as a means of identifying themselves and transmitting their native education, identity, 
culture, and religion. Included here were izidlalo zabafazi (amaXhosa women’s 
traditional songs). Cairncross, Fraser, and MacGregor (2016) state that izidlalo zabafazi 
are songs of social groups that circulate orally among members of that group, precisely 
the amaXhosa group. The term “amaXhosa” in this article refers to one of the African 
tribes that performs izidlalo zabafazi for various purposes and under different 
circumstances.  

Izidlalo zabafazi play significant roles in addressing African women’s conditions. Hoza 
(2013) observes that the patriarchal system constrains women’s rights mainly through 
patriarchal communal structures that portray women as second-class members within 
their communities. In patriarchal communities, women have limited rights to express 
their concerns and worries. In fact, in patriarchal communities, especially among some 
African tribes, it is a taboo for a woman to talk back directly to a man. Izidlalo zabafazi 
assist in this case, as they are a communication tool through which women express their 
feelings, ideas, and concerns through singing and performance. AmaXhosa women have 
been observed using izidlalo zabafazi to communicate their feelings, which might 
encompass joy or pain. Izidlalo zabafazi would be performed during various joyful 
gatherings (Moropa and Tyatyeka 1995). These songs were seen as therapeutic since 
they provided women with a forum to consciously discuss their struggles. They had an 
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enormous impact on how amaXhosa women lived and remain a part of isiXhosa culture 
and traditional songs (Dlepu 2009).  

Izidlalo zabafazi are typically poetic in nature as they have a distinctive rhyme that 
repeats one word or a few consonants inside a line. For the objective of making the 
song’s message more apparent, rhyme is employed to stress certain parts of the message, 
which usually gives the actual theme of the song. Since among amaXhosa anything that 
creates rhythm has significance linked to it, Mayer and Zignago (2011) observe that the 
words, dance (body movements), and instruments (where applicable), as in izidlalo 
zabafazi, all contribute to the songs’ meaning. Women’s songs, as Dlamini et al. (2009) 
attest, exemplify how women may articulate their female sexuality without alienating 
men or undermining patriarchal societies. Colonisation has resulted in a poor 
consideration of izidlalo zabafazi among amaXhosa women. Contemporary women 
disregard izidlalo zabafazi, because they live in a culturally modernised society, where 
they opt for a Western lifestyle (Lindsay 2020). Yet not every woman can access 
Western therapeutic systems (which form part of the Western lifestyle, prioritised by 
women nowadays) because of financial limitations and lack of education, among other 
factors. Hence, Jakupcak et al. (2010) state that the rate of female abuse in the modern 
era is extremely high, to the point where it causes depression for many affected females 
because there is no place for them to talk about these issues. Although there are some 
legal systems, such as the South African Police Services (SAPS), in some cases, women 
affected by gender-based violence are threatened and fear to report such incidents 
(Habraken et al. 2016). Women who are affected by such cases need indigenous 
therapeutic sessions, possibly from izidlalo zabafazi performances, because when they 
perform them, they will be telling their stories in a discreet manner. Izidlalo zabafazi 
have always been used by amaXhosa women as a means of communication. In contrast 
to the Western therapeutic system, izidlalo zabafazi, which were once seen as influential 
in helping people find solutions to their issues by providing a platform to exchange their 
views, laying the problems open and advising each other, offering counsel, educating 
them, and providing rapid responses, are no longer regarded as being significant (Mai 
et al. 2013), yet they are a particularly important and easily accessible indigenous 
therapeutic system. The aim of this article is to closely examine a representative sample 
of izidlalo zabafazi and their impact on the psychological health of amaXhosa women 
from psychoanalytic and feminist perspectives.   

Literature and Theoretical Review 
Izidlalo zabafazi, like any other genre of music, has the power to narrate, explore, 
instruct, comfort, and heal women’s minds, especially women who are experiencing 
challenging times. Applying psychoanalytic theory enabled the authors to illustrate that 
the performance of izidlalo zabafazi among amaXhosa women has a huge impact on the 
mind, resulting in certain personalities and behaviours. After listening to and/or 
performing izidlalo zabafazi, there should be a better understanding and way of doing 
things. Clearly, izidlalo zabafazi is a genre of music that draws inspiration from the 
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daily struggles and amaXhosa women’s way of life. AmaXhosa’s lifestyle is patriarchal 
by nature, as Hoza (2013) believes,  and this patriarchal society is mostly influenced by 
nature, events, culture, and the economy, which inspire the composers of izidlalo 
zabafazi to express their feelings and emotions. Hoza (2013) adds that unlike Western 
institutions, amaXhosa lacked a platform and resources that allowed women to 
communicate their sentiments, emotions, and psychological issues. Hence, izidlalo 
zabafazi are recommended to fill the gap of platforms needed by women to express 
themselves. 

Mamajonova (2024) views izidlalo zabafazi as a tool to combat gender inequality. 
Gender inequality is one of the impactful elements that lead to unstable societies, 
because there is no cooperation between genders. However, not much has been written 
about the psychosocial impact of these songs, which is why, guided by psychoanalysis, 
the authors decided to explore, investigate, and unpack the psychosocial impact of 
izidlalo zabafazi among amaXhosa. Ugwuoke, Ugwuanyi, and Ngwu (2022) examined 
women’s traditional music in some parts of Igbo land and found that traditional 
women’s songs, izidlalo zabafazi in this instance, played a crucial role at weddings. In 
African societies, weddings legitimise a relationship between two families, which 
brings social harmony and collaboration. The scholar suggests that izidlalo zabafazi 
carry the fears, anxieties, and worries of women who are going to get married, as well 
as the advice from those who are already married.  

Women may use izidlalo zabafazi, particularly in amaXhosa regions, as a means of 
expressing their inner discomforts, which may lead to mental illnesses. According to 
Narayan (1995), women, particularly those of a middle age, not only in Africa but also 
in several other parts of the world, have their own songs and always sing them at 
gatherings. By singing their songs, they get an opportunity to express themselves. Dlepu 
(2009) states that singing is the focal point of African women’s meetings. Women’s 
gathering songs, which belong under the category of traditional songs, are used not just 
for cultural purposes but also for enjoyment (Narayan 1995). Women are not expected 
to speak up against men in some African nations and tribes, such as those in Angola, 
Tanzania, Kenya, and other places; those who do so are seen as colonised women 
(Randolph 2015).  

In African communities, women were not included in socio-political issues as they 
ought to be; instead, they were assigned chores that were thought to be “women’s tasks.” 
In accord, Hoza (2013) asserts that women in amaXhosa tribes do not enjoy the same 
position, dignity, obligations, or respect as men. This illustrates that African women’s 
intelligence was taken for granted, as they were viewed as people who cannot think 
productively about socio-economic and socio-political matters. In essence, they were 
viewed as people who could not even make decisions about their lives. This marks the 
level of oppression women experienced. The scholar’s notion unpacks the portrayal of 
the deprivation of women’s rights in society, including the fact that they were not even 
allowed to make their own decisions regarding their own lives and bodies. These points 
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of view raise the tenable possibility that women are emotionally depleted because they 
are oppressed. They are not heard or given enough opportunity to express themselves. 
Psychoanalytic theory by Elliot (2017) suggests that when an individual has a lot in 
mind that they cannot talk about, that brings mental fatigue. Therefore, the article 
proffers that izidlalo zabafazi are an ideal medium for them to convey their emotions 
under such circumstances. Srivastava (1999, 269) believes that  

it is a critical analysis of the folk songs that deal with women’s common wishes, 
unexpressed emotions, unfulfilled desires, hopes, disappointments and their reactions to 
their social environment. The portrait of woman as depicted in these songs is often at 
variance with the conventional stereotype of an obedient, acquiescent, and conformist 
woman that is conjured up in one’s mind. 

According to the foregoing notion, men see women as helpless and powerless. However, 
John (2003) and Hoza (2013) essentially view izidlalo zabafazi as a tool to combat 
gender inequality. Izidlalo zabafazi can be considered as an intervention tool that 
encourages and helps women to communicate their views, piques their interest and as a 
result, an emotional outpouring occurs. When examining how a woman’s voice affects 
men, Griffin (1998) found that a man who has a singing woman is privileged because a 
woman’s voice sounds graceful to a man’s ears and men react favourably. Similarly, 
izidlalo zabafazi can bring about positivity, peace, and respect between these two 
genders. This beneficial contact between the sexes can help women feel less mentally 
exhausted because they can express themselves through songs. This resonates with the 
article because less mental weariness leads to mentally healthy women. Gold (1997, 
104) says: “Traditional women’s songs are inhabited by outspoken women who 
commonly address men directly, often making explicit demands upon them.” Women 
use their songs as a means of communication (Gold 1997). Guzana (2000) contends that 
women will always have a voice; this perspective is at odds with Gold’s (1997) point of 
view. Often, the main goal of a performance is to communicate a story, particularly an 
unpleasant one. Guzana (2000, 75) states that “African women, particularly Xhosa 
women, were never and are still not silent. To support this assertion, this in brief draws 
on oral tradition, as one of the main sources that reflect the voices of women.” Both 
Guzana’s (2000) and Zondi’s (2008) works submit that all the burdens placed on women 
result in stress and, occasionally, mental diseases. When Guzana (2000) asserts that 
women communicate through song, it affirms that izidlalo zabafazi are a 
communication medium used to express dissatisfaction.  

Theoretical Framework 
The article uses psychoanalytic theory and African feminism. Both theories address the 
psychological impact of izidlalo zabafazi and women’s lives in general. A reflection on 
psychoanalytic theory affirms that izidlalo zabafazi enhance amaXhosa women’s 
mental health and provide a forum for them to effectively communicate with men, their 
in-laws, and about everything that they encounter in their lives. Bondi’s (2007) research 
examines the use of psychoanalytic theory in the study of Sigmund Freud’s work; the 
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researcher also indicates the appropriate usage of the theory in the study. Bondi (2007, 
5) says: “It offers a distinctive way of thinking about the human mind and of responding 
to psychological distress.” Pine (1998) proffers psychoanalytic theory as a framework 
for comprehending the unconscious mind’s influence on thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviour. Therefore, the essence of psychoanalytic theory can be summed up as a 
theory that alters one’s perspective on or memory of another person and alters feelings, 
which in turn alters attitude and ultimately action. Psychoanalytic theory can also be 
applied to literature (Hossain 2017). It informs psychoanalysis and is viewed as a theory 
of personality organisation or disorders and the dynamics of personality. Furthermore, 
Kernberg and Caligor (2005) believe that personality, mental problems, disorientation 
and being disordered can all be seen or examined in literature through the lens of 
psychoanalytic theory. Overall, psychoanalytic theory benefits this article because it 
combines two aspects: the human mind (women’s minds) and literature, in this case, 
izidlalo zabafazi. Asghari et al. (2014) state that psychoanalysis is used to analyse 
literature, as there is an interaction between literature and the human mind.  

According to Hartmann, Kris, and Loewenstein (1953), psychoanalytic theory refers to 
human behaviour that is largely driven by the unconscious mind, which contains 
repressed thoughts, desires, and early childhood experiences. In relation with izidlalo 
zabafazi, this notion suggests that the physical movements and words articulated during 
izidlalo zabafazi performance have a positive impact on the performers’ minds. Thus, 
the theory explores the unconscious mind to understand human behaviour and 
motivations, psychological conflicts and distress, and therapeutic techniques (Friedman 
2002). These aspects shape a woman’s personality to align it with her cultural values. 
Izidlalo zabafazi are decoded in this article through a textual analysis to highlight their 
literariness. Elliott (2017) adds that the academic discipline of literary criticism or 
literary theory has traditionally used the analogy between literature and psychoanalysis. 
Blum, Younis, and Wilson (2017) state that psychoanalytic methods can be used to 
evaluate literature and how the mind works. Considering that most amaXhosa have 
abandoned their indigenous therapeutic systems in favour of Western therapeutic 
systems, this article sought to re-centre izidlalo zabafazi to foreground their value in a 
context where even children are taught to consult Western-oriented doctors, therapists, 
or psychologists for therapy. As such, this article advocates the decolonisation of the 
mind and subsequent restoration of indigenous remedial methods. Through 
psychoanalytic theory, the article delineates the psychological, semiotic, and semantic 
significance of izidlalo zabafazi to empower African women towards appreciating their 
indigenous culture.  

This article also employed African feminism, which is best explained by Rowland 
(2021) as a theory that enhances the living conditions of women, particularly African 
women. This theory encourages equality between African men and women but without 
overlooking the cultural aspects of Africans. Rowland (2021) concurs that several 
women writers have sought to re-theorise feminism in a manner that fittingly captures 
their socio-cultural beliefs, leading to multiple feminisms in African literature. The 
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theory best affirms izidlalo zabafazi as a cultural tenet that empowers women to engage 
in matters that affect their living conditions, without “undermining” the cultural aspects 
of amaXhosa. Women often feel that their voices are not heard in their cultures, which 
results in their suppression (Bunch 2023). The article proposes izidlalo zabafazi as a 
forum to express their sentiments about the mistreatment they typically experience in 
marriages and in society at large. Through izidlalo zabafazi, which resonates with 
African feminism, women can raise their voices and agentively address the challenges 
they face. Pande (2018) asserts that African feminism takes colonialism into account in 
addition to history and is deeply rooted in African cultures, traditions, and socio-
political realities, unlike Western feminism. Izidlalo zabafazi enable women to share 
knowledge and counsel about various matters of life, including African politics, 
religions, and cultures. Ekwueme and Onakeke (2021) state that African feminisms 
encompass a variety of equality beliefs and initiatives aimed at improving the status of 
African women. Josephine (2014, 7) concurs that:  

African feminism owes its origin to different dynamics than those that generated 
Western feminism. It has been shaped by African Women’s resistance to Western 
hegemony and its legacy within African culture and it does not grow out of bourgeois 
individualism and the patriarchal control over women.  

Thus, African feminism is concerned with the real struggles African women face daily, 
struggles ascribable to historical injustices. In foregrounding izidlalo zabafazi, the 
article encourages the use of indigenous therapy to validate African women’s agency 
and solidarity. Hansen (1981) affirms that amaXhosa women used to and still endure 
emotional distress, which affects their psychological health and thus affects their social 
roles. Hence, the dual theoretical framework herein employed fortifies the article’s 
analytical thrust to reveal the effectiveness of izidlalo zabafazi in attaining and 
sustaining women’s mental health.  

Methodology  
This article, which employs desktop research, is qualitative in nature and approach. A 
qualitative study, according to Mullangi et al. (2020), entails gathering and examining 
non-numerical data such as text, video, and audio to comprehend concepts, opinions, or 
experiences. It can be used to acquire a comprehensive understanding of a situation or 
come up with creative research ideas. In desktop research, a researcher gathers 
information from already existing sources, including books, the internet, newspapers, 
and a variety of other sources. Diko (2022) claims that this type of research 
methodology enables a researcher to explore viewpoints on the subject using current 
literature to acquire data and discover gaps in knowledge. Desktop research, as defined 
by Van Lang et al. (2006), refers to secondary data or information that can be gathered 
without going to the field.  

For data collection, izidlalo zabafazi were acquired from two books, Kusadliwa 
ngendebendala (Moropa and Tyatyeka 1995) and Ilifa lethu (Bhatyi et al. 2020). The 
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thematic analysis technique was employed to analyse the songs. The themes were 
formulated based on the central focus of each song, which mainly entailed the 
challenges prevalent in women’s lives. According to Jafta (1978), such challenges are: 
(1) a “barren” bride, (2) a bride whose husband is cheating on her, and (3) a woman who 
is tired of supporting her lazy husband. Secondary sources, including books, journals 
articles, and the internet, aided the authors in corroborating the views proffered during 
the analysis. Three songs were analysed and discussed in the article.  

Analysis and Discussion  
The selected songs are analysed to unpack their impact on women’s mental health and 
how they improve women’s societal roles in the context of isiXhosa culture. In other 
words, the selected songs clarify the social role of psychological healing among women. 
The hope is to build a harmonious society occupied by vibrant women who are mentally 
and emotionally healthy. According to Dormolen (1986), textual analysis yields a good 
understanding of what a text contains and how its contents are presented to the reader 
or audience. This analysis elucidates the messages included in the selected songs to 
provide a clear understanding of izidlalo zabafazi and their psychological and social 
role among amaXhosa women. The application of psychoanalytic theory aids in the 
discussion of how these songs cure the mind, relieve stress, and combat potential mental 
diseases.  

Theme 1: A Woman’s Experience of Being Cheated on 
Umqambi: Ndiba ngaxhela Le nkuku Le ndod’iyahamba 
Abavumisi: o-hoyi—mama Uyavuy' umnt! endimthandayo. 
(Leader: Every time I slaughter this chicken this man goes away 
Chorus: O-hoyi—mama the happy one is the person he loves.) 

This song was taken from Jafta’s (1978) master’s dissertation. In African communities, 
cheating is mostly considered to be committed by women. Baloyi (2017) states that the 
proponents of polygamy or advocates of having multiple sexual partners claim that the 
more wives or sexual partners a man has, the more children he is likely to have, and the 
more children, the greater the chances that the family will enjoy immortality. This 
means that among some African men, polygamy and infidelity are often not considered 
as cheating, but as a cultural practice meant to expand the family (Batyra and Pesando 
2021). However, to most married women, polygamy implies their husbands’ 
dissatisfaction with them. For this reason, women try their level best to please and keep 
their husbands so that they will not consider another wife or concubine. Miricescu et al. 
(2020) state that in many African cultures, women often take various steps to maintain 
a strong and fulfilling relationship with their husbands. This can include efforts to keep 
their partners from seeking attention elsewhere. One of the ways which amaXhosa 
married women use to maintain their relationships with their husbands was izidlalo 
zabafazi by disclosing their marital conditions. By so doing, they sought and acquired 
counsel from fellow women, especially older women, on how to navigate their marital 
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challenges. Jahura (2020) opines that it is not easy for African women to approach and 
inform their partners about the negative things that affect them. Izidlalo zabafazi are the 
preferred option in this regard.  

Psychosocial Impact of the Song 

Infidelity or cheating often leads to divorce. It brings uncertainty in marriage 
relationships. Meuse and Harvey (2022) agree that adultery ranks among the most 
agonising experiences a person can have. In addition to grief, infidelity can make people 
doubt their value as individuals and their relationships with others. This means, as 
psychoanalysis theory suggests, infidelity does not only affect the physical body but 
also the emotional state, resulting in the victim’s behavioural change. A person who 
experiences infidelity may feel betrayed, bewildered, and alone. This is why the woman 
who sings the song is confused; she does not know what to do anymore to keep her 
husband. In her state of grief and confusion, she opts for a change of behaviour. The 
song leader seeks help in how to deal with the stress caused by her husband’s infidelity.  
Sarnoff (1960) states that the mechanism of ego defence, which serves to protect the 
individual against internal and external threats, is best described by psychoanalytic 
theory. In narrating her ordeal through song, the woman feels she has exhausted all her 
tricks for keeping a man and yet he continues cheating. Instead of giving up or 
terminating the marriage, she considers izidlalo zabafazi to engage with other women 
who might be experiencing or have experienced the same problem. By singing this song, 
she informs other women about her problem. Slaughtering a chicken in this context 
means “giving my best shot to impress this man.” Realising that she has exhausted her 
options and is at a cul de sac, she seeks advice on how to solve the problem.   

The women’s response reassures her that she has done nothing wrong because if there 
had been anything wrong that she did, they would have informed her. The response 
speaks to a frustrated mind, aiming to bring ease because women often blame 
themselves when a man cheats on them. Hence, women end up doing everything they 
can to please their men, including stopping them from infidelity, as evinced in the lyrics 
of the song: “Every time I slaughter this chicken, this man goes away.”  In response, the 
audience sings, “O-hoyi, mama, the happy one is the person he loves,” conveying the 
idea that it was the man who chose to be disloyal to his wife and not his wife. The 
response relieves her from self-blame, fruitless efforts of trying to keep her man, or 
shouldering the responsibility of trying to please him. It was his decision to cheat. This 
response relieves the woman of feelings of inadequacy. According to Hoza (2013), 
women are oppressed in patriarchal social structures because men do as they wish, 
including treating women as second-class citizens. This performance is a form of 
expression, encapsulating listening and giving feedback. These are the fundamental 
elements of a therapy session.  

Theme 2: A Song about a Woman’s Barrenness and Social Stigma 

The following is taken from Jafta’s (1978) work:   
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Umqambi: We mtshakazana 
Abavumisi: Wabetha abantwan’ emzin’ ufika 
Umqambi: We mtshakazana 
Abavumisi: Zala abakho 'Zubathume, zala abakho. 
Leader: Bride 
Followers: You beat a child while you were still new at the marital home 
Leader: Bride 
Followers: Give birth to your own [children] and send them, give birth to your own.  

From an African cultural perspective, a married women’s main goal, especially among 
amaXhosa, is to bear children. When a man looks for a wife, the common adage is 
ukuvusa umzi kabawo (to rebuild the father’s house), which essentially means the 
woman he will marry must bear children that will keep the family name alive for 
eternity. Even though some modern women have professional careers, they are still 
expected to bear children in marriage. In common cases, when a woman gets married, 
it is almost as if she naturally prepares herself psychologically to become a mother. 
Further, the institution of marriage may even compel a woman to think and behave in a 
decent, submissive, and motherly manner. It is commonly thought that men prefer to 
marry young and fertile women (Lundberg and Pollak 2015). Corbett et al. (2014) say 
having children is the most significant aspect of marriage since, upon marriage, a 
woman is expected to expand her new family—the in-law family.  

In African societies, a woman’s inability to bear children is seen largely as a curse. In 
addition to bringing shame, barrenness also exerts immense pressure on some women, 
which according to psychoanalytic theory causes married women more stress because 
they think they are failing their marriage (Hoza 2013). Suffice to say, in childless 
marriages, a woman is readily held responsible for the absence of children. Where 
indeed a married woman cannot bear children, she suffers scorn, abuse, and social 
shame from her in-laws and society at large.   

The Psychosocial Impact of the Song  

In situations where a woman is barren, a husband may be encouraged to take another 
wife who will give birth to children and “perpetuate the husband’s surname.” Baloyi 
(2017) affirms that in African societies, the glory of a woman is childbirth. Therefore, 
if a woman is barren, such a woman does not have glory and is regarded as an 
incomplete woman. Ultimately, this treatment affects her psychological state and 
diminishes her confidence. Doubtless, there are women who opt to not have children 
even when they are married, which is a different subject altogether. The song cited 
above reminds a married woman that she should give birth to her own children to gain 
the right to discipline other women’s children. This statement is hurtful, especially to a 
woman who is barren. Barrenness, also known as nulliparity, is not inherently a medical 
problem, but can be associated with certain health risks (Jonhson 2019). However, in 
African societies this fact is hardly considered, making it look like a wife is solely 
responsible for the birth of children. Considering the weight of shame, melancholy, and 
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alienation that befalls barren women, izidlalo zabafazi becomes a conducive 
environment for therapy. Whatever the cause of barrenness, be it spiritual, cultural, 
religious, medical or personal (Timmins 2019), izidlalo zabafazi remains a safe space 
to air the issues faced. Prieto, Algado, and Vigué (2023) state that for many, spirituality 
involves finding meaning, purpose, and connection in life. As such, for some people, 
childlessness, whether by choice or not, may be seen as part of their spiritual journey, 
as they must focus on other forms of creation, nurturing, and contribution to the world. 
Still, a barren woman largely remains misunderstood, ostracised, and even oppressed, 
irrespective of the reasons behind her childlessness. In the context of the song, however, 
the leader singer battles social shame and alienation because she is childless.     

Theme 3: A Song That Portrays a Woman’s Tiredness of Supporting her 
Husband 

The following song is taken from the book Ilifa lethu by Batyi and others (2020):  

Umhlabeli: Yhe bafazi!   Leader: Yhe women! 
Abahlabeleli: Iyho Nomfazana   Followers: Yho Young woman 
Umhlabeli: Ndidikiwe    Leader: I am annoyed. 
Abalandeli: Iyho Nomfazana   Followers: Yho Young woman 
Umhlabeli: Kunenj’esendlini   leader: There is a dog in the house. 
Abalandeli: Iyho Nomfazana   Followers: Yho Young woman 
Umhlabeli: Ayifuni’uzingela   Leader: It does not want to hunt. 
Abalandeli: Iyho Nomfazana   Followers: Yho Young woman  
Umhlabeli: Iman’ukundikhonkotha  Leader: It sometimes barks at me 
Abalandeli: Iyho Nomfazana   Followers: Yho Young women 

The woman is worn out, as implied by the title given to this song. The use of an 
exclamation mark in the first line of the song shows an intense expression of emotion. 
According to Rollins et al. (2022), a song’s most significant effects include reducing 
weariness, stress, and grief in the singer’s thoughts. Lehtonen (2021) states that music 
of any genre can help reduce tension and mental fatigue. As the song leader sings about 
her problem, her frustration and stress are reduced, and her mind is at ease. The 
metaphor of the “dog” referring to a “man” connotes her perception of the man and the 
feelings he arouses in her. Vrijkotte et al. (2017) investigated the relationship between 
mental exhaustion and physical performance and found that mental exhaustion leads to 
physical exhaustion and subpar performance. Vrijkotte et al. (2017, 2) further say: 
“Mental fatigue is a psychobiological state caused by prolonged periods of demanding 
cognitive activity. It has recently been suggested that mental fatigue can affect physical 
performance.” For the lead singer, despite the presence of the head of the household, 
she struggles alone for the entire family, which has left her physically exhausted. In 
most societies, a man is expected to provide for his family, but in this case, the woman 
is solely responsible for the role. Using izidlalo zabafazi, the women will receive timely 
counsel on how to address her challenge and will also be guided towards healing.  
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Conclusion  
Izidlalo zabafazi and their performance require a high regard for all things traditional. 
They contain elements such as cultural values and beliefs. They may be performed for 
their entertainment, but the central purpose is to permit women to express themselves 
regarding their marital problems, and problems in general. When performed, these 
songs help in restoring women’s psychological health. Moreover, women educate each 
other, warn each other, comfort each other, criticise each other, and most importantly, 
show each other love and support during the performance of izidlalo zabafazi. 
Therefore, izidlalo zabafazi fulfil a dire need of modern-day women, especially those 
who have no form of outlet to air their grievances and challenges in life.  

Recommendations  
Traditional songs in general are a key part of cultural formation in African communities. 
They are among the most fundamental elements of culture. Traditional songs, which 
include izidlalo zabafazi, can be used to understand more about how African societies 
operate. Izidlalo zabafazi also provide knowledge of traditional values of amaXhosa and 
help women to confront various issues that they come across daily. Different academics 
have attested to the notion above that izidlalo zabafazi are not merely songs but also a 
forum for women to express themselves. Considering the above notions, it is 
recommended that izidlalo zabafazi be utilised as one of the therapeutic sessions where 
women would assemble, sing, and perform them. 

However, the introduction of Western therapeutic systems has resulted in a loss of 
indigenous therapeutic systems, which were mostly the use of izidlalo zabafazi amongst 
amaXhosa. The complexity of colonisation has, in fact, eradicated the use of indigenous 
lifestyles, which include indigenous therapy that was used by amaXhosa. As part of 
decolonising the African therapeutic system, the analysis and discussion that have been 
provided above clearly indicate that izidlalo zabafazi provide a platform or a talking 
stage for women where they can share or talk about their problems. Therefore, they 
should be given the same amount of attention and dignity as that of the Western systems.  

It is recommended, therefore, that izidlalo zabafazi be treated like other therapeutic 
systems needed by the community of amaXhosa women, and  this can be achieved by 
making sure that the importance of izidlalo zabafazi and their performance are included 
in school curriculums as a compulsory discipline, so that young women can start at a 
very young age to understand that there is an accessible platform where women can 
express themselves about their problems at any time, which is izidlalo zafazi. Although 
this song often referred to “iingoma zabafazi,” which means married women’s songs in 
the amaXhosa context, considering the fact that in our societies women (young, old, 
married, not married) have a lot of problems that are gender-based, the composers of 
izidlalo zabafazi can compose songs that addresses all those problems, regardless of 
statuses.  
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